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ABSTRACT
DeRemer, Christopher. “Beginning, again and again”: The experiences of excellent White
educators in diverse urban schools. Published Doctor of Education dissertation,
University of Northern Colorado, 2022.

This narrative inquiry study focused on the experiences of reputationally excellent White
educators working in diverse urban high schools. Using methods from participatory narrative
inquiry (Kurtz, 2014), this study asked three participants to explore their respective journeys as
educators in diverse urban settings and to use story and reflection as well as more traditional
narrative inquiry methods of observation, interviews, and artifact analysis to identify emergent
themes about what made these White educators successful and how their definition of success
changed throughout their career. The focus on White educators was important because of the
demographic divide between students in urban communities and the teachers who occupy the
classrooms. The findings from this study suggested the participants in this study were able to
create an inclusive classroom space, were constantly evolving as people and as educators, were
vigilant against policies and practices that would hinder their student’s success, and were grateful
for the way their students had impacted and shaped them as educators. The study also suggested
that before these dispositions could be developed, White educators must be willing to go through
a process of deconstructing their identity to manifest the identified themes in their classroom.
This personal deconstruction is a long and challenging process many educators will avoid but if
they endure, they will develop dispositions that would allow them to be more effective educators
for diverse students. This study was important because it focused on how White educators could
iii

transform their beliefs and behaviors in a way that positively impacts students in diverse urban
high schools.

Keywords: Whiteness, urban education, teaching, diversity, multicultural education
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Part I—Lost and Disoriented
In a memory I see a younger version of myself sitting in my classroom trying to make
sense of the surrounding disarray. Papers are strewn across the classroom, pencils and markers
littered the ground and chairs dot the classroom near but not under scribble covered desks - a few
even lay on their sides after the chaos of my last class period. It was late on a Friday night, late
enough that the lights of our football field were on, and the play-by-play announcer was giving
an update on the happenings of the first home game of the season. Kids were laughing and
cheering together as they watched their peers play their city rivals while I say nearly motionless
wondering how to make changes that would make a difference for the students in my classroom.
Though I was not far into my first school year at Franklin High School, I knew that what I was
experiencing as a teacher was not sustainable. When I stepped into this empty classroom for the
first time just weeks earlier, I felt like I was at home at my new school but now this home had
become a place that made me question why I took this job in the first place. My class was
chaotic, my students were not learning and my confidence as an educator was waning - and it
was only September.
This was not my first teaching job. I had been a well-respected educator at two schools
prior to this one, and at both I was celebrated as the school’s teacher of the year and twice asked
to give the commencement address to the outgoing senior class. But now, in year six as a teacher,
I felt as if everything I had learned in those experiences was worthless and had to be undone and
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relearned - that feeling I had would turn out to be correct and the learning curve would be steep. I
had never taught in an urban high school. I had never served a diverse population of students. I
had never been in a classroom where my race, culture and lived experiences were far different
than those of my students. I had never worked in a high-poverty school. This was all new to me
and for the first few weeks of the school year I thought that I had made a huge mistake taking
this job, but I also knew that I would not give up without giving the work and my students
everything that I had to give them.
That Friday evening held one bright spot in the day. In a corner of my room sat Flora, a
quiet 9th grader who was sitting at her assigned desk like it was time for class. She was finishing
her assignment from the week that was not done because it was too hard to focus because the
room was just too chaotic during the day. I was thankful for her presence and willing to stay as
late as she needed me to stay because it was the first time a student from this school had come in
to finish work, and the first time I had really connected with any student outside of school hours.
I was at a breaking point and having no other ideas for how to make the impending Monday any
better for students and less daunting for me I simply asked her “what am I doing wrong?” Her
answer came effortlessly as if she had been waiting all afternoon to provide me with her wisdom.
She did not even look up at me when she simply stated, “I dunno - who we are as kids has to
matter to you and what we do in class has to matter to us.” Those few words changed the plan for
Monday and the trajectory of my career in the classroom for the next four years as a teacher and
still as a school administrator at Franklin High. Those few words became the first brick laid in
the rebuilding of my skill set and confidence as an educator. Her words changed me and my
classroom forever.
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Introduction to Research Study
This dissertation is a narrative inquiry study focused on the experiences of reputationally
excellent White1 teachers who work in diverse urban high schools. This study was focused on the
experiences of these teachers to gain greater insight into their stories, respective journeys, and
shared experiences so other White teachers might learn from or reflect on their own experiences
teaching diverse students. It was also created for the participants to learn about the experiences
of one another and, in so doing, find a place to reflect on the trajectory of and lessons learned
throughout their respective careers. In addition to these stories, my own journey as a White
educator was used as a tie that bound this narrative together. Access to my story, challenges I
faced, and lessons learned over time were included in this research study and functioned as
another voice in the exploration of the experience of White educators. The stories and
experiences foregrounded in this study are raw and real in the hope of promoting vulnerability,
openness, and further awareness of how White educators grow, develop, and improve over time
while working in diverse urban settings and how their growth ultimately improved the
educational experience of their students (Kurtz, 2014).
My Journey as a White Educator in a
Diverse Urban High School
I have always been amazed by the work of excellent teachers. I have an endless desire to
watch the artistry of a great teacher as they engage their students, take them on an experience,
and bring the learning together all in a matter of one class period. I often think of these teachers
as conductors who can control the tempo and tone of their class and bring about emotion by the
way they facilitate through their own energy (Ladson-Billings, 1994). They move about in fluid

1

The racial categorization White in this study was capitalized in accordance with current
American Psychology Association guidelines.
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motion and know when to raise the suspense, slow pace, ask for more, and bring it all to
crescendo. Their work in the classroom is a beautiful, remarkable sight for its performative work
and the immense amount of energy they give in the act. Finding these teachers is rare but the
search is worth the experience of watching them work.
For a moment I thought of myself as one of these teachers. I dedicated nearly every
waking moment to the craft. I reflected on my lessons, I created projects with my students, and I
built relationships that have lasted for years, but I had days that I thought would never end and
moments with students and class periods I wished I could erase forever. Over time, I learned to
take these challenges as opportunities for growth. It took me years to get to that point but there
was a feeling of joy in being in the classroom that defined who I was as a teacher and still made
me think about the teacher and student experience even as a building administrator at the same
school in which these lessons were learned throughout years of teaching.
As an educator I am fascinated by the journey that teachers take throughout their career.
Teaching is so much more than a job; for so many, it is an identity that includes a process of
transformation that takes place over a long period of time. The journey of great teacher is nonlinear and never ending but when the process becomes the priority, then teachers take on a new
level of meaning and understanding about their work in the classroom. My teaching journey
reached a pinnacle while working in an urban high school in Denver, Colorado. The lessons I
learned with and because of students made me a better teacher each day and there were students
and experiences I will be forever grateful for. This work has and continues to be exhausting but
the journey has been and will continue to be worth it for me as an educator and many others who
commit themselves to the journey of becoming an excellent teacher for diverse students.
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As a White educator teaching in a diverse urban high school, I always wondered if other
educators were having similar experiences as I was and, if so, what could we learn from one
another? Did other educators experience the shifting of identity, practice, and emotions that came
with those shifts? Were there other educators who saw their time in the classroom as perhaps the
most defining and powerful experience they had had as an individual? It was from these roots of
my wonder that inspired this study and my hope is this study will bring a renewed energy to the
work for both the participants involved and those who read this work.
In a way, this study was a personal venture—a quest at the end of my long road as a
graduate student to seek out and learn from other educators who perhaps experienced something
like I did when teaching diverse students in urban classrooms. I am five years removed from the
classroom and now serve as an assistant principal in the school where this journey began for me.
Now I have the privilege of watching amazing teachers captivate their students while also
reflecting on my own time in the very classrooms I now occupy as an administrator and not as a
teacher. However, I still consider teaching a sacred practice and the art of teaching as a
profession that must not be interrupted by my presence but rather must be observed and
appreciated. For me, this research was an endeavor to find and learn from White educators who
were serving a diverse student population and learn about the arch of their journey in urban
classrooms with diverse students both with them and from them; in doing so, I sought to find
commonalities that could shed light on what it took for White educators to define success for
themselves with diverse students as well as potentially similar and different experiences the
participants had throughout their journey working in urban high schools with a diverse student
population.
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Research Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was the exploration of the experience of White educators
working in diverse urban high schools to more deeply understand the journey these educators
took and how their definition of success when working in these schools changed over time.
Hearing the stories of the participants was essential because their words shed light on the journey
and process White educators take and how these experiences impact diverse students. The
following research questions guided the present study:
Q1

What initially led White teachers to work in diverse urban high schools?

Q2

How do White teachers describe pivotal experiences of working in diverse urban
high schools?

Q3

How did these pivotal experiences shape their journey as White teachers working
in diverse urban high schools?

Q4

How do these teachers describe what it means to be successful educators of
diverse children?

Through these four questions, I explored the arc of the participants’ experiences working in
diverse urban high schools. Starting with initial intentions and ending with their own definitions
of success, teachers explored their journey and worked together with other White educators to
identify if their experiences had similarities with other White educators.
There is a significant need to focus on what White educators could do and how they
could progress to better serve a diverse student population (Howard, 2016). While policymakers,
district leaders, and school leaders work hard to diversify their teaching staff to match the
demographics of the students who fill the nation’s classrooms, it is also important to identify
White educators who could build trust, engage, and teach students in their classrooms who often
have very different experiences and identities than their educators. The solutions to making sure
students in urban classrooms are not mutually exclusive. A more diverse teaching corps must be
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hired and retained while White educators throughout the nation must be supported and trained to
serve a rapidly diversifying population; while this growth occurs, it is essential White educators
be as prepared as possible to serve their increasingly diverse student population.
The Rationale for Focusing on White Educators
The nation’s classrooms are rapidly diversifying and students in all contexts and from all
backgrounds deserve a teacher who knows them and who can effectively use that knowledge as a
catalyst for deep and authentic learning for all students regardless of zip code or socioeconomic
standing (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018). The need for equity, the honoring of
diversity, and the celebration of difference has positioned educators, some reluctantly, in a
position to ensure all students receive an education that honors their history, culture, and
language while simultaneously fulfilling the promises of our nation’s democracy (Banks, 2007).
At the school level, there is a clear divide between the rapidly diversifying student population
and a teaching staff still largely composed of White, middle-class educators. While the
development of a diverse teaching force must be a priority of teacher education programs, the
development of effective White educators working in urban schools must also be prioritized
(Howard, 2016; Irizarry, 2007). This demographic divide is significant because while the hiring
and retention of black, indigenous, and people of color educators is unquestionably important,
the development and retention of effective White educators who connect with and develop
students of color is of equal importance (Adair, 2008; Sleeter, 2017). Therefore, it is essential for
researchers to understand what effective White educators are doing in the classroom in schools;
the first step in understanding is to hear the experiences of these educators through stories.
Howard (2016) explained, “As White educators, we cannot fully know or experience the
struggles of our students and colleagues of color, but we can work to create an empathetic
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environment in which their stories and experiences can be acknowledged and shared” (p. 80).
This study hinged on stories of shared experiences shared by the participants and the process
they took to improve so their students would learn and grow. It was also about how their identity
as White educators changed over time and the impact that change had on students.
In this study, Whiteness was explored as an identity, a position of power, and place of
privilege, and the impact of Whiteness on urban classrooms must be understood to better serve
students and communities (Sleeter, 2011). All students deserve to have an effective and
positively influential teacher in every classroom. The impact a great educator can have on the
trajectory of a student cannot be understated and must be a goal for all schools and communities
(Ravitch, 2010). While it is essential that students of color have access to teachers of color who
share similar life experiences and identity markers, it is also important that White educators be
hired and developed to be culturally competent, self-aware, and willing to learn from and about
their students to create a great experience in their classrooms. In addition to the focus on White
educators, it is important to review additional keywords that framed this study.
Keywords for This Study
Diverse. Use of the term diversity was important to this study because it denoted the differences
in the lived experiences, racial identities, and often the socioeconomic statuses between
teachers and the students they serve. Diversity is not just race and culture but this study
expanded the word to explore the diversity of lived experiences and of socioeconomic
status found in urban high schools and how those were often in deep contrast with the
identities and experiences of the White educators who worked in these schools (Delpit,
2006; Nieto & Bode, 2018).
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Journey. Certainly esoteric and subjective, this term is also essential because it highlights the
internal and external shifts teachers make to their disposition and instruction throughout
the course of their career. A teacher’s journey is highly personalized but perhaps
commonalities found between teachers and between respective journeys could be
uncovered, understood, and help other White teachers improve their practice. The focus
on a teacher’s journey was important in this study both regarding their own personal
reflection on their process and progress as well as the potential for similarities in
participant’s journeys to be identified and shared with one another and with the
researcher.
Urban. This term could conjure images of stark and barren schools in the inner-city and has
often been used to exoticize both the location of schools and those who attend them
(Emdin, 2016). The term urban was used intentionally in this study because it is a word
that White educators specifically and White people generally have conceptions about that
might be very different from the reality of what occurs in these locations. Urban schools
and the students they serve have been depicted by popular culture and media as unsafe,
sterile, and lacking academic success. This study suggested an alternative narrative
around urban schools and students as locations of deep community connection, pride, and
academic excellence (Ewing, 2019; Katz, 1995). Urban was an important term to use in
this study because of the connotation the term holds in teacher preparation programs
across the nation largely made up of White, middle-class students (Adair, 2008; Sleeter,
2016).
Whiteness. This study explored Whiteness as a socially constructed racial category that holds a
position of privilege and power in the United States (Aguilar, 2020; Sleeter, 2011). All
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participants in this study identified as White and understood Whiteness as their historical
racial identity and as a position of power that affected how students experienced them
and how it affected their classrooms.
Research Methodology and Rationale
This study was primarily about making sense of the of lived experiences of its
participants. These experiences were dynamic, had both a past and a present, and they were not
isolated or static events that had no cause nor were without effect (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
There were events that preceded the experience and implications after an experience, and it was
in that long arc of an experience that learning occurred. Dewey (1938) reminded us,
Just as no man lives or dies to himself, so no experience lives and dies to itself. Wholly
independent of desire or intent, every experience lives on in further experiences. Hence
the central problem of an education based upon experience is to select the kind of present
experiences that live fruitfully and creatively in subsequent experiences. (p. 27)
The exploration of the experience of White teachers in diverse urban high schools was centered
in this study and it was necessary that the methodology aligned to the focus of this study.
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained, “Education and educational studies are a form
of experience. For us, narrative is the best way of representing and understanding experience” (p.
18). Narrative inquiry was the method best suited to clearly articulate and make sense of the
participants' experiences as White educators in diverse urban high schools. Clandinin and
Connelly continued by explaining, “Experience happens narratively. Narrative inquiry is a form
of narrative experience. Therefore, educational experience should be studied narratively” (p. 19).
The stories and experiences of White educators working in diverse urban schools was best
explored through the implementation of narrative inquiry and it was through a more precise tool
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of participatory narrative inquiry that meaning and emergent understandings came to the surface
to shift both the practice of those involved as well as those interested in this topic.
Lived experiences and stories live in multiple dimensions. They have a past, a present,
and a future, all of which matter and deserve to be reflected upon for growth and learning to
occur (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Unfortunately, the daily work of a teacher is so busy and
full that they rarely have an opportunity to stop and reflect upon the changes in their behavior
and beliefs that occur over time. School days move so fast and school years are so full of to-do’s
that teachers are often unaware of how much they have grown and improved in the classroom.
The system and structure of schools as it currently stands leaves no room for teachers to pause,
reflect, and recount the student, the events or the interaction that contributed to their progress or
changed their practice. This study was focused on creating spaces for deep reflection for teachers
to explore their experiences in these dimensions and to cross reference their experiences with
those of others to see if their experiences, victories, hardships, and lessons learned were like or
different from educators who shared a similar identity and space from which they worked. In this
study, the stories were what mattered and the awareness that came from having the space, time,
and support to unearth the lessons learned from the countless experiences, interactions, and
individuals teachers engaged with daily. It was the value of the personal story and the process of
reflection that led me as the researcher to choose the methods embedded in participatory
narrative inquiry (PNI) as the methodological driver for this research.
Participatory narrative inquiry is a strand of narrative inquiry with the distinct focus on
encouraging the participants of the study to work with and reflect on their own stories (Kurtz,
2014). Participatory narrative inquiry was used for this study specifically because the raw stories
of the participants were collected, shared, and reflected upon for the participants and the reader
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of this study to see more clearly the impact their experiences had on them and their practice as
White educators in diverse urban communities. Participatory narrative inquiry methods
facilitated the participants’ process of deconstructing their story for deeper meaning and through
group dialogue and sensemaking provided a space for participants to find themes and trends in
their stories and in the common lessons learned by these teachers. Participatory narrative inquiry
allowed for lessons to emerge and clarity to arrive while simultaneously creating space for the
participants to hear and learn from other teachers engaged in a similar process and trajectory in
the classroom.
The themes of inclusion, evolution, vigilance, and gratitude were determined during the
data collection process. Each of these themes is defined in more detail in Chapter IV of this study
but it was important to highlight the findings as a way of framing this dissertation. All three
teachers highlighted in this study were inclusive, meaning they went out of their way to make
sure every student in their class was served and cared for regardless of their background or the
skills they brought to the classroom. All three participants were constantly evolving and were
focused on improving their skills in the classroom and learning about themselves in their
students. All three participants were vigilant against policies and practices that would be
obstacles to their students’ success. Finally, all three participants were grateful for the ways in
which their students had shaped and informed their worldview as teachers and as people. These
themes are expanded upon in subsequent chapters but must be outlined here to provide context of
the remainder of the dissertation.
Organization of Dissertation
This chapter served as an overview for the rationale, methods, and research questions for
this study. Chapter II provides an overview of what the literature suggested about the divide
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between students and their teachers, urban education, Whiteness in urban education, and what
White educators working in urban schools must do to be effective educators of diverse children.
Chapter III provides an extensive overview of narrative inquiry methods used to conduct this
study, a description of each of the three participants, a summary of how the data were collected
and coded, and how the researcher analyzed the data. It is important to note that pseudonyms
were used for all three participants and their respective schools throughout this study. Chapter IV
provides a biography of each participant and reconstructs the experiences of the participants and
describes their process and respective journeys of becoming effective White educators in diverse
schools and focuses on how they specifically manifested the themes of inclusion, evolution,
vigilance, and gratitude in their classrooms after having gone through a period of deep personal
deconstruction. Finally, Chapter V discusses the findings and connections between the
participants and the implications of the findings on White educators working in diverse urban
high schools. It provides a framework for the stages White educators might take when working
with diverse students in urban classrooms and end with my own reflections on the research
process as a researcher and educator. Finally, it also recommends spaces for future research and
discusses the limitations of this study.
Chapter Summary
This dissertation is a narrative inquiry study that focused on the experiences of
reputationally excellent White educators working in diverse urban high schools. By focusing on
the experience of and stories provided by these educators, this research created space for the
participants, the researcher, and the readers to make sense of their journey as educators. While
the lessons learned might not be generalizable, they might also provide a mirror for other
educators to make sense of their own stories and, for a moment, to stop and think about the arc of
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their own time in the classroom. The use of narrative inquiry as the methodology and specifically
the methods outlined by PNI created conditions for this study that allowed for themes and
conclusions to emerge from the participants of this study. Lastly, throughout this study, my own
stories and experiences are included as a tool that added context to the journey many White
educators take when working in diverse urban high schools.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Part II—Finding My Bearings
Having conversations with students about how class was going became a normal practice
for me. I would spend the last few minutes of class or time during my lunch getting feedback on
how the class was going and I would take frantic notes about how to improve my classroom
based on the feedback I received from students. While I still struggled to connect with students
and made mistakes in my approach to and assumptions about them, my curiosity and desire to
connect started to make inroads in the classroom and on campus. Students begin to spend time in
my classroom at lunch, I started to coach basketball which helped me build relationships with
some of the students I struggled with the most and my teaching practices started to improve
which helped students find success and confidence in the classroom. Even through these shifts
and the improvements that came with them gave me renewed hopes as an educator, my first
semester teaching at Franklin was a daily challenge to say the least. There were many days that I
wondered if I could make it to the 3:30 dismissal bell and I worried about the challenges that
would lay before me each day and the impact that my lack of skill had on how much students
were learning. I begin to have higher expectations for students and regularly asked for their
feedback on how I could improve my classroom. Other teachers who were also struggling begin
to come into my classroom to see me teach and learn some of the strategies I was trying but this
success felt like a façade because I knew that these improvements were still not enough to
adequately serve my students.

16
On the last day of the fall semester, I sat alone in my classroom brainstorming for the
semester ahead. I was the only teacher in the building, and I was out of ideas for how to engage
students for the upcoming semester. What the district-provided curriculum asked me to teach
seemed to fall short of what students talked about and lived every day, and I knew big shifts in
what I was going to teach were essential if I was going to continue to build on the momentum
that I had gained during the first semester. As I grappled with how to make the content more
exciting, I headed down to the gym where many of my students were hanging out playing
basketball one last time before school was closed for two weeks. I offered to buy three of my
students’ lunch and we sat around a table for hours discussing the upcoming semester and how to
make the content more exciting and interesting. My students were hesitant at first but took me up
on my offer and we spent the remainder of the afternoon together talking about how to make the
upcoming semester more exciting.
I showed them the terms and content that I was supposed to teach and asked them “how
can these general ideas be used in a way that would make class more exciting?”
They responded “we don’t have to get rid of everything, these ideas and how we want to
learn are two different things. Keep the ideas but connect them to us.”
We decided that the general concepts provided by the district still had value but that they
could be brought into a more localized context to address the concerns students had about the
changes they were seeing in their community.
Together we rewrote our first unit back to focus on the impact that gentrification was
having on the displacement of students and families in the neighborhood. We took the concepts
and vocabulary from the curriculum map and made it meaningful to what the students were
experiencing. The conversation also led us to conclude that their opinions and ideas surrounding

17
the newly revised curriculum had to be shared with the broader community. They were tired of
learning and expressing ideas that simply stayed in the classroom and wanted a space where
decision makers could hear their voices. Right then and there we shifted the curriculum and
planned a community event in which students could express their concerns about the rapid
gentrification of their neighborhood and how that movement was eroding the culture of a
community that they loved dearly. It was on that grey late-December day that I learned two
enduring lessons. First, I learned that students must be asked about and included in the content of
the classroom and that their feedback was essential. The second lesson I learned is that student
experience had been intentionally and methodically left out of the curriculum and that as a
teacher I had to go out of my way to include the experiences and perspectives of my students.
We left that impromptu meeting with a plan for the first weeks of semester two and with
a sense that we were doing this together. In just a matter of months my journey as a teacher had
taught me that the classroom belongs to us as a community and not me as the teacher. This is a
truth in teaching that I would return to repeatedly during semester two of that first year of
teaching at Franklin High School.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was the exploration of the experience of White educators
working in diverse urban high schools to more deeply understand the journey these educators
took and how their definition of success when working in these schools changed over time.
Organization of Literature Review
This literature review explores the demographics of America’s teaching corps and
discusses the impact socio-economic and racial differences between teachers and their students
have on what students experience in urban schools. Next, this chapter explores the literature
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surrounding what excellent urban educators, regardless of their racial identities, do to engage and
empower urban students in the classroom. Then, it discusses the importance of culture in the
classroom and the reality of cultural conflict in urban classrooms between teachers and students
who often occupy vastly different social spaces. Lastly, this review of the literature discusses the
research surrounding the journey teachers take throughout their careers and how they are shaped
by their students and experiences in schools. The core belief in this focus is all children in urban
communities deserve to have excellent educators in every classroom and at every grade level
regardless of the teacher’s race (Nieto, 2013). It is only once that topic is thoroughly discussed
that a more specific discussion on the impact and potential problems connected to White
educators is discussed to explain both the importance of that topic generally and why this
research is necessary, specifically.
The Demographic Divide in America’s Public Schools
When exploring the topic of White educators working in diverse urban schools, it was
important to start with the literature focused on the demographic divide between the nation’s
students and the teachers who educate them (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2020).
While just over 50% of the nation’s students are non-White, recent survey data suggested nearly
80% of its teaching corps are White (Meckler & Rabinowitz, 2019; National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2018, 2020). Though slight gains have been made to close this divide, the
improvements have mostly occurred in urban schools while the teaching corps in suburban and
rural schools has simultaneously become increasingly White (National Center for Educational
Statistics, 2018). Even then, the gains that have been made to close the divide between teachers
and their students in urban schools were modest with only 30% teachers in urban schools
identifying as non-White (Meckler & Rabinowitz, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2018). The
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difference between the racial and ethnic identities of the nation’s students was far different than
that of its teachers. This divide was stark and of essential importance for this study because while
it is essential that policy makers, teacher preparation programs, and districts work hard to hire,
train, and retain teachers of color, it was also of essential importance that the nation’s White
educators were trained to be effective and influential educators for their increasingly diverse
student population (Howard, 2016; Irizarry, 2007; Sleeter, 2016). Gay (2010) expressed the
impact of these differences clearly by explaining:
The deep attitudinal messages embedded in these demographics that have profound
ramifications for teaching and learning are not as familiar or as frequently discussed. One
of these is the fact that most culturally diverse students and their teachers live in different
worlds, and they do not fully understand or appreciate one another’s experiential realities.
(p. 144)
Gay made it clear that a clear underrepresentation of teachers of color who taught diverse
students was a problem exacerbated by the reality that the White teaching corps and the students
they served had vastly different lived experiences. These demographic and cultural differences
were the catalyst for the conflict between teachers and their students so pervasive in urban
schools (Delpit, 2006; Emdin, 2017; Michie, 1999). Additionally, it was not just that teachers
and students had different cultural realities, they also had different experiential and linguistic
histories that made relationships in urban classrooms even more complex (Delpit & Dowdy,
2002; Nieto, 2010; Valenzuela, 1999).
In addition to racial differences, it is important to highlight that linguistic diversity is
increasing in the United States with a growing percentage of the nation’s children speaking a
first language different than English while their teachers are predominately White and
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monolingual (Nieto, 2013; Nieto & Bode, 2018; Valenzuela, 1999). The vast majority or urban
youth of color move through classroom spaces led by teachers who do not look like them, speak
their language, recognize the same cultural practices, or share similar lived experiences. It is
important to provide a broad definition of diversity because students are often forced to conform
to the norms of the classroom centered on White, middle-class values (Howard, 2016). Students
who attend urban schools rarely experience a classroom that honors linguistic and cultural
diversity, which results in students living in tension, and could manifest into low performance in
the classroom and a belief that school and their lived experiences are two very different things
(Emdin, 2016).
Diversity as discussed in this dissertation is not just racial diversity but includes linguistic
and economic diversity as well as the diversity of lived experiences children in urban
communities engage with daily that is often far different that those experienced by their teachers.
This broad view of diversity was important to prioritize because they are all often different
experiences than most White middle-class educators working in diverse urban high schools. The
divide between the identities and experiences of America’s students and of its teachers was an
important point from which to begin this review because these differences were often the cause
of cultural conflict between students and their teachers, which is discussed throughout this study
(Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2001). However, before discussing this conflict, it is also
important to discuss what great teachers in urban schools do regardless of their racial identities.
The Characteristics of Excellent Teachers
in Urban Schools
While this study was focused on reputationally excellent White educators working in
diverse urban high schools, it is also important to explore what the literature expressed about the
necessary dispositions and behaviors of great teachers in urban schools regardless of their racial
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identities. It is important to understand what great educators who work with diverse students do
in the classroom so all students might experience great teaching on purpose and not by change.
The literature that focused on these behaviors was extensive but significant themes emerged,
specifically the teacher’s ability to maintain their belief that all children c ouldsucceed when
faced with challenging coursework, the importance of a teacher’s ability to create an inclusive
classroom culture, and their ability to alter curriculum and pedagogical practices in a manner that
included and respected the lived experiences of their students (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002; DuncanAndrade, 2007; Emdin, 2016; Michie, 1999).
The belief that all children in a classroom are capable of learning and succeeding in
schools is one of the core beliefs for successful teachers in urban settings (Delpit, 2012; Emdin,
2016; Haberman, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2009). This is a driver for successful teachers because
they work hard to believe in the potential of each student as a learner and cultivate that belief
within the students themselves (Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Haberman, 1995; Ladson-Billings,
2009). Because excellent teachers of urban students believe all students can learn, they hold their
students to high expectations for learning in the classroom. It is the belief in the ability for all
students to learn that anchors the list of essential characteristics for teachers in urban schools. An
indicator that a teacher truly believes that all students can learn and thrive in the classroom is
their focus on providing students with challenging and engaging curriculum.
Believing students can succeed is just a part of the equation when it comes to
coursework. Excellent urban educators challenge students with rigorous work that is both
meaningful to the lives of their students and challenges them to think critically about the content
and the world around them (Delpit, 2012; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Emdin, 2016;
Nieto, 2013). Delpit (2012) explained that in urban schools:
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Successful instruction is constant, rigorous, integrated across disciplines, connected to
students’ lived cultures, connected to their intellectual legacies, engaging, and designed
for critical thinking and problem solving that is useful beyond the classroom. Never do
the successful teachers of these children believe that students have learned enough or that
they cannot learn more. (p. 37)
Successful urban educators create and maintain an environment of high expectations supported
by authentic intellectual experiences. The experiences they cultivate in their classrooms are
based on their students’ lived experiences, languages, culture, and community (Emdin, 2016;
Irizarry & Raible, 2011). Emdin (2016) explained the complexity relationships urban youth have
with classrooms that do not connect with them:
When teaching doesn’t connect to students, it is perceived as not belonging to them.
Students begin to use phrases like ‘your exam’ or ‘their test’ when describing the
assessments, they are required to take, signaling to the educators that there is no vested
interest in the test or their success on it. These same students exhibit resilience,
dedication, and hard work in a number of tasks in their neighborhood and devote hours
on end to supporting each other in activities that have real meaning. (p. 39)
Emdin clearly communicated the disconnect students felt between their lives and the
expectations they had while at school. There seemed to be life and school and when those two
entities were separated and disconnected, engagement fell. When life and school are integrated
and lived experiences are honored, then student engagement and energy increase. In addition to
creating a classroom space with high academic and intellectual expectations, students in urban
classrooms push themselves and their peers when the classrooms they enter are inclusive,
inviting, and supportive.

23
The literature focused on excellent educators in urban schools aligned with the idea that
these teachers created a safe and inclusive environment in their classrooms in which all
experiences and voices were heard and honored (Emdin, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2009). The
classroom belonged to all members of the space and was not controlled by the teacher who
functioned as a disciplinarian (Emdin, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Successful teachers of
diverse students created community by prioritizing love, respect, care, and safety (DuncanAndrade & Morrell, 2008; Haberman, 1995; Nieto, 2013). Excellent teachers of diverse students
see challenges in the classroom as areas in which they could improve their own practice and
build a stronger community rather than blaming challenges on the students. Ladson-Billings
(1994) detailed this concept by explaining, “Encouraging a community of learners means helping
students work against the norm of competitive individualism. The teachers believe that the
students have to care not only about their own achievement but also about their classmates’
achievement” (p. 24). Successful educators of diverse children view themselves as just one part
of the classroom community while taking the full responsibility for the successes and
shortcomings of their classroom instead of blaming any challenges or obstacles on the students
themselves (Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Emdin, 2016; Haberman, 1995). In addition to building a
community of learners in a classroom space, the literature suggested that successful educators of
diverse children brought what was happening in the community and in the lives of their students
into the classroom space and allowed those events to drive what was taught in their classroom.
Allowing community access to the curriculum and instructional practices of a school is
an important way to validate the lived experiences of the families who attend the school and a
way for teachers to gain knowledge from the community about how best to serve the students
they work with every day (Delpit, 2006; Emdin, 2016; Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Ladson-Billings,
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2009; Nieto, 2013). This could look like teachers and schools making their lesson plans, strategic
plans, and vision for their students accessible and open for feedback from their community.
Schools could represent their community by giving parents and community members access to
what was being taught in classrooms and, by doing so, allow communities to communicate their
hopes and dreams for their own children (Ewing, 2019). Delpit (2006) underscored this idea:
An appropriate education of poor children and children of color can only be devised in
consultation with adults who share their culture. Black parents, teachers of color, and
members of poor communities must be allowed to participate fully in the discussion of
what kind of instruction is in their children’s best interest. (p. 45)
Successful teachers in urban schools both work to know about and understand the lived
experiences of their students and use that knowledge to inform the curriculum (Emdin, 2016;
Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Nieto, 2013). This infusion of community and experience in classrooms
is an essential practice for educators in diverse communities who build relationships and trust
with the students and parents they serve. While successful urban educators create a culture in
their classrooms by including the diversity of race, socioeconomic standing, and lived
experiences in their classrooms, there is also a reality that within many urban classrooms there is
a significant amount of conflict that arises between the race and experiences of students and
those of their predominantly White teachers. This conflict leads to slowed academic growth,
conflict between students and teachers and teacher attrition in urban schools (Delpit, 2006;
Haberman, 1995; Michie, 1999).
Culture and Cultural Conflict in Urban Education
The demographic divide as previously discussed is a real and substantial obstacle in the
success of urban youth because it translates into a wide gulf between what teachers have
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experienced in their own lives and the experiences of their students. Nieto (2013) said, “Teachers
of all backgrounds are responsible for teaching all students effectively; however, without
personal or professional experience with diversity, miscommunication, mistrust, and discomfort
between teachers and students of different backgrounds are common” (p. 17). Even wellintentioned educators could negatively impact the educational experience of urban youth when
they do not address the needs, goals, and lived experiences of their students. Irizarry and Raible
(2011) explained:
The disconnect between a largely Anglo (i.e., White, U.S.-born, and monolingual
English-Speaking) teaching force and increasingly diverse and multilingual students can
result in an interruption in the flow of accurate information from students’ families and
communities to their teachers. As a result, many teachers do not understand the
sociocultural realities of their students’ lives or the ways that schooling can help or hinder
the realization of students’ aspirations. (p. 188)
By ignoring the experiences and linguistic and cultural differences of their students, teachers
deprive students of the opportunity to view and understand their language and culture as an asset
in the classroom (Valenzuela, 1999). Many students have become used to a level of unconscious
silencing of culture and language in schools and protest the devaluation of their culture through
overcompliance or even outright defiance (Delpit, 2006; Haberman, 1995). What many educators
in urban schools communicate as “bad behavior” is a manifestation of their student’s frustration
that what and how there are being taught has little if any connection to what they experience and
know about the world daily (Emdin, 2016). An outright denial to include students’ experiences in
the classroom has resulted in a classroom environment marked with silence, overcompliance, or
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even outright conflict between students and their teachers (Emdin, 2016, 2017; Haberman, 1995;
Valenzuela, 1999).
In many urban schools, there is a substantial amount of cultural conflict in the classroom
created by a misappropriation of power and behavioral expectations based on White middle-class
values (Delpit, 2006, 2012). This cultural conflict between teachers and students manifests in
low expectations, indifference to instruction, or outright defiance in the classroom space. While
many students in classrooms experiencing conflict might act compliant and quiet, their lack of
engagement is a manifestation of an environment in which their experiences, language, and
identities are not being honored in the curriculum or pedagogical practices in these classrooms
(Delpit, 2012; Haberman, 1995). Delpit (2006) explained:
When there is a significant difference between the students’ culture and the school’s
culture, teachers can easily misread students’ aptitude, intent, or abilities because of the
difference in styles of language use and interactional patterns. Secondly, when such
cultural differences exist, teachers may utilize styles of instructions and/or discipline that
are at odds with community norms. (p.167)
While this level of conflict could occur in classrooms led by teachers of color, it was often more
pronounced in classrooms in which White educators were teaching a diverse student population
(Delpit, 2006; Howard, 2016). The ways they engaged in school when they were students, their
cadence of communication, and methods for discipline might all be different than those of their
students or the communities in which they worked. Successful urban educators have worked to
understand these differences and actively change the way they enter the classroom space instead
of using their power and experience to drive classroom practices and policies that were not
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aligned to the culture of their students and their broader community (Emdin, 2016; Howard,
2016).
Teachers that perpetuate oppressive practices not aligned to the experiences and culture
of students experience a high degree of frustration or even leave the classroom altogether
(Haberman, 1995). While these situations are not hopeless, it is the responsibility of teachers to
work through these conflicts with students to create an environment in which understanding
culture to influence learning and inclusion is of primary importance. Emdin (2016) supported
this idea by explaining that “any teacher who feels unsettled by the misalignments between the
culture of youth and their own way of knowing and being, the way forward is to view tension in
the classroom as an asset for creating a truly cosmopolitan space” (p. 108). Without personal
reflection and a teacher’s ability to critique and assess their own practices, there is a risk of a
continued marginalization and conflict in urban classrooms. This conflict could become even
more dangerous for students if teachers choose to ignore or devalue the student's culture
altogether. To combat against this cultural conflict, it is essential that teachers in urban
classrooms regularly make space for the culture and experiences of their children in what and
how they teach.
Centering Culture in Urban Classrooms
To mitigate against the cultural conflict that occurs in many diverse urban classrooms
starts when the teachers themselves become facilitators of cultural awareness and acceptance in
classrooms (Nieto & Bode, 2018; Paris & Alim, 2017; Valenzuela, 1999). Valenzuela (1999)
explained, “Schooling involves either adding on a second culture and language or subtracting
one’s original culture and language. An additive outcome would be fully vested in bilingualism
and biculturalism” (p. 339). Valenzuela’s position was of essential importance because she was
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foundational in highlighting that schools either intentionally honored culture or language or
worked to rid students of their primary culture to force acquiescence into a dominant culture of
schools. If schools do not directly work to honor and learn about their student’s cultural
backgrounds and lived experiences, they are ignoring and devaluing what students bring to
school each day (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002; Emdin, 2017; Gorski, 2008; Nieto, 2010; Valenzuela,
1999). The tendency for schools and their typically White middle-class teaching staff to
essentialize, ignore, or even deny student culture and replace them with their own values could
deny student’s ability to see their culture as an asset of their education. While often done
unintentionally, the denial of a student's culture could exacerbate a student's feeling of
abandonment and a general lack of belonging in academic spaces (Emdin, 2017; Gorski, 2019;
Valenzuela, 1999). The solution to cultural exclusion is for teachers and schools to have clearly
articulated and supported plan focused on how they would foreground the cultures and lived
experiences of their students in classrooms and in school systems (Emdin, 2016; Irizarry &
Raible, 2011).
Teachers must help students explore and identify with their cultural backgrounds and
accept their culture as valid, important, and complex (Banks, 2007; Nieto, 2010). This could
include the use of culturally relevant materials and pedagogical practices as well determining the
way their power and privilege created and maintained oppressive structures in schools and in
broader society (Howard, 2016). The acknowledgement of and work toward understanding the
culture and identities of their students is an essential first step but for true change to occur,
students must also have a say in what is taught and how the content in classrooms is delivered
(Delpit, 2006; Emdin, 2016). The work to understand and validate student voice, identity, and
culture is an essential way teachers validate the dynamic culture of their students. This validation
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is especially challenging for White educators who often view their lived experience as a norm
that should be recreated in urban classrooms (Delpit, 2012; Howard, 2016). When teachers
center Whiteness or their own experiences as a White citizen of the United States, they
subsequently marginalize and silence the experiences and identities of the students they serve
(Emdin, 2016; Howard, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 2001). It is only when White educators do the
necessary work of analyzing their own identities and the impact Whiteness has on students and
social structures that they can effectively begin the process of decentering Whiteness from their
teaching and replace that narrative with the identities and experiences of the students they serve.
The Role of White Teachers in Diverse Urban Schools
Whiteness must be viewed as a construct that allows those who identify as White or are
socially accepted privilege over others who do not have access to the constructed group. This
access to power allows those who fit into the construct and identity of Whiteness to hold power
over other racial identity groups and in society at large (Aguilar, 2020; Howard, 2016; Sleeter,
2011). Additionally, it is important to identify Whiteness as a distinct ethnic group with origins
in Europe and, as such, is an identity that must be explored and understood by those identifying
as White (Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2011). When Whiteness is explored as both a construct that
maintains power and supremacy as well as a distinct racial category with a history and culture of
its own, it can then be seen and understood for its true complexity. Whiteness as a construct must
be interrogated and explored to determine the ways in which it affects teachers and, ultimately,
students in urban classrooms (Banks, 2007; Durand & Tavaras, 2020; Sleeter, 2011, 2016; Wall,
2016).
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The Impact of Whiteness on Urban Education
As previously stated, this research study took the position that the abundance of White
educators in urban schools was a problem that must be addressed at all levels of teacher
preparation and hiring and professional development (Adair, 2008; Allen & Liou, 2019; Sleeter,
2016). Even as the percentage of teachers of color increases, the percentage of representation is
still far from mirroring the demographics of the nation’s schools. Sleeter (2017) named that “a
gap persists between way teacher education programs say they are doing and the continued
production of a great majority of White teachers who in large numbers are not equipped to offer
the racially/ethnically diverse students in schools a strong and culturally responsive education”
(p. 157). This gap in preparation and skills impacts student learning and must be closed if
students in urban schools are to receive excellent instruction in every class in each year of their
schooling experience. Ladson-Billings (2001) explained:
Most White teachers have no idea what it feels like to be a numerical or political minority
in the classroom. The pervasiveness of Whiteness makes the experience of most teachers
an accepted norm. White teachers don’t understand what it means to “be ashy” or be
willing to fail a physical education class because of what swimming will do to your hair.
(p. 81)
White educators have rarely, if ever, been placed in a social situation in which their history and
lived experience were not categorized as normal (Howard, 2016). Their social positionality
prohibits them from understanding what it means to be in the minority and the consequences of
this lack of experience as a minority is White educators often ignore policies, practices, and
behaviors that continue to marginalize students. That could range from large-scale practices with
both curriculum and instruction to the way they fail to affirm the identities and lived experiences
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of their students (Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Nieto & Bode, 2018). It is
incumbent upon White educators to do the work of unpacking their privilege, their history, and
their own White identities to be more aware of how those identities have and continue to impact
their students and communities (Banks, 2007; Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2016).
The Road White Educators Must Walk When
Working with Diverse Students
The literature clearly articulated how important it was for White teachers to identify the
myriad ways they brought a deficit mindset or biases into the classroom and worked to
understand how those dispositions affected their students’ experiences (Emdin, 2016; Howard,
2016; Sleeter, 2011). Emdin (2016) explained:
The teacher must work to ensure that the institution does not absolve them of the
responsibility to acknowledge the baggage they bring to the classroom and analyze how
that might affect student achievement. Without teachers recognizing the biases they hold
and how these biases impact the ways they see and teach students, there is not starting
point to changing the dismal statistics related to the academic underperformance of urban
youth. (p. 43)
This process could be challenging and painful. It starts with White teachers acknowledging their
dominant position in society and then committing to the process of becoming more racially selfaware. If a teacher could commit to this process, then it would manifest in an improved
experience and outcomes for students attending urban schools (Emdin, 2016; Gorski, 2008;
Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2011).
White supremacy is a pervasive ideology that White people are superior to other races.
This ideology could be latent and is often denied, but its effects can be found in the foundation of
the United States and its institutions including education (Aguilar, 2020). White supremacy has a
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significant impact on urban schools and on the diverse children they serve (Allen & Liou, 2019).
The culture of racially and linguistically diverse students is often ignored or devalued in urban
classrooms and substituted with values and behaviors that maintain the system of White
supremacy (Allen & Liou, 2019; Nieto & Bode, 2018; Valenzuela, 1999). Allen and Liou (2019)
explained, “The deficit ideological lens of White supremacy misevaluates human worth and
intellectual promise systematically creating problematic school expectations where inequitable,
even abusive, conditions manufacture racialized achievement patterns that overwhelmingly favor
those constructed as ‘White’” (p. 679). White supremacy culture permeates urban classrooms
and manifests in an emphasis on individual achievement, meritocracy, perfectionism, and in
school policies that are punitive at best or criminalize students at worst (Delpit, 2006; Jones &
Okun, 2001). It was important to lean on the literature surrounding White supremacy because the
participants in the study all discussed their process of learning about White supremacy,
acknowledging the ways they maintained supremacy in their classrooms and in schools, and then
how they actively worked to disassemble White supremacist values in their own classrooms and
by pushing back on broader school policies. The process of understanding and acknowledging
White supremacy and how it manifests in privilege is essential for White educators in urban
schools. Only after this process occurs can educators work to dismantle these systems in their
classroom.
Leonardo (2004) explained, “White racial supremacy revolves less around the issue of
unearned advantages, or the state of being dominant, and more around direct processes that
secure domination and the privileges associated with it” (p. 1). White supremacy is the system
that allows White privilege to be sustained and if the practice of White educators could shift in a
positive direction with students of color, they would need to first come to a place in which we
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could acknowledge our complicity in the system of White supremacy, its creation of White
privilege, and how they work together to allow White citizens in the United States an opportunity
to thrive while those who are not White are systematically marginalized (Allen & Liou, 2019;
Howard, 2016; Leonardo, 2004; Sleeter, 2011).
Acknowledging White supremacy and privilege is a challenging reality for many White
educators to accept because it means confronting the reality that privilege and dominance exist
and both of those realities have historically disenfranchised non-White citizens throughout our
nation’s history. Durand and Tavaras (2020) explained, “Acknowledgement of the way
Whiteness confers historical, institutional, psychological, and material benefits as well as the
prevalence of White privilege in specific aspects of one’s life, is critical to the promotion of a
critical multicultural approach” (p. 10). The approach they are speaking of is the way in which
educators could see the different ways culture and racial identity might be placed at the center of
the classroom with students instead of having schools be locations in which culture is tokenized,
neutral, or even non-existent (Emdin, 2016; Gorski, 2019).
Committing to the Process of Shaping White Identity
The literature suggested White teachers must engage in understanding the impact
Whiteness has on students if they are going to be successful in urban schools. (Howard, 2016;
Ladson-Billings, 2001; Sleeter, 2016). This process takes years to unpack and uncover and a
deep, critical reflection by a White teacher is the first step for teachers to take when unpacking
how their race affects both their privilege and the spaces in which they occupy daily (Cook,
2020; Gorski, 2008; Howard, 2016). Sleeter (2011) explained this process as “becoming White”
and “entails anchoring one’s identity to one’s location within White supremacy” (p. 424). Sleeter
did not suggest some educators perpetuate White supremacy but rather that Whiteness and its
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history in the United States are innately supremacist and must be seen, understood, and
internalized as such. Once teachers understand White supremacy as a reality and can articulate
how it impacts classrooms, then they can begin the process of shaping a more complete and
aware sense of self that can, over time, positively impact students in their classroom (Nieto,
2013; Sleeter, 2017). Emdin (2016) reminded educators that “as long as White middle-class
teachers are recruited to schools occupied by urban youth of color, without any consideration of
how they affirm and reestablish power dynamics that silence students, issues that plague urban
education like achievement gaps, suspension rates, and high teacher turnover will persist” (p. 9).
The work White educators must pursue is finding an awareness of how their power, privilege,
and positionality impact the spaces they occupy and the students who they work with on a daily
basis. This important work takes a long-term commitment to reflection on their position,
improving practice, and refining the way they work with students and in communities that
deserve great educators.
The process White educators must engage in to become more effective in urban
classrooms is both difficult and long (Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2011). Unpacking privilege,
upending supremacist structures in classrooms and policy, as well as making sure all students are
held to high academic expectations regardless of their race or socioeconomic status could take
years and must be done layer by layer. This process begins with a critical reflection on race and
the relationship between race and power in the United States and how that relationship impacts
students in the nation’s classrooms (Howard, 2016; Nieto, 2010; Sleeter, 2011). This cannot be
done in a single workshop or professional development session. The work of unpacking privilege
and power includes reflections on how White identity development occurs and changes over time
to be more aware of the ways privilege and power have positioned White educators and White
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citizens in a place of advantage and relative ease in nearly every institution in the nation
(Howard, 2016). This awareness of power manifests in shifts to classroom practices that include
more culturally responsive, sustaining, and affirming (Ladson-Billings, 1994, Nieto & Bode,
2018; Paris & Alim, 2017). While reflection and awareness are a critical first step in the
interruption and ultimate termination of oppressive structures, the work of taking theory and
having it shift practice is how historically marginalized students can find success, comfort, and
confidence in their classrooms (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Paris & Alim, 2017). Once
teachers have explored and become aware of how their identity affects the classroom space, this
new awareness translates into a shift in pedagogical practices that supports student success and
engagement in the classroom.
Shifting Practice to Support Diverse Students
Nieto (2013) explained that when working with diverse students, “much more significant
than methods are teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about their students, their relationships with
them, and their knowledge about their families and backgrounds. This requires above all
developing a social justice perspective” (p. 19). The essential shift educators of diverse students
must take as they explore their identities and the identity of their students is a firm belief that all
students can grow and learn regardless of their socioeconomic background or racial identities
(Haberman, 1991; Nieto, 2013; Nieto & Bode, 2018). However, beliefs about students are not
enough and it is essential that while beliefs about diverse children shift and form, so do their
instructional practices.
The work of culturally responsive educators is focused on academic success, critical
awareness of social injustice, and the awareness of the cultural differences that make up the
fabric of the United States (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Teachers who pursue culturally responsive
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practices allow for culture to become the driver to classroom instruction and not ignored in the
classroom space (Emdin, 2017; Irizarry & Raible, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Paris & Alim,
2017). The work of culturally responsive educators has evolved over time to infuse student
culture in what is taught and how instruction changes based on the culture of the students in the
classrooms.
The use of music, dance, literary practices, and other practices that reflect the cultural and
intellectual legacies of students can and should be embedded in the pedagogical practices of
teachers serving diverse students (Delpit, 2006; Paris & Alim, 2017). When these practices are
foregrounded as elements that drive classroom practices and not substituted practices based on
White, middle-class values and experiences, then students can feel pride and connection to what
is occurring in their classroom using their culture and not what is happening to them in their
classroom that ignores their culture (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Emdin, 2017; Paris &
Alim, 2017). This shift cannot happen in urban classrooms without teachers who first value the
culture of their students and understand how their culture could be leveraged to engage and value
the experiences their students bring into the learning space. Culturally responsive education and
culturally sustaining education can only be successful if the culture and language of students is
first understood, honored, and viewed as an asset to leverage in the classroom (Emdin, 2017;
Nieto & Bode, 2018; Valenzuela, 1999). The work of urban educators is to both affirm the
cultures of their students and then incorporate those cultural markers, both of which are both
complex and long-term. This process takes time to enact, reflect upon, and revise to better serve
a diverse student population. This process is both highly abstract and personalized. It seems no
two educators share the same journey but this journey is important to study and understand to
gain greater context.
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The development of a healthy and aware White identify is a process. For educators who
seek to positively impact their students, they must first commit to the ongoing process of
reflecting on how their identity impacts the students and communities they serve (Howard, 2016;
Sleeter, 2011). To do this effectively, the literature suggested they must first acknowledge their
position of dominance and power, commit to the process, and ultimately shift their practice to be
responsive to the needs of their students and the needs of the communities they serve. This is a
long process and a journey that will take them in many directions; the exploration of this journey
is essential to focus on in the final section of this literature review.
Excellent White Educators in Urban Classrooms
While there was significant theory as to how White educators could approach the
classroom, there was little research on the specific actions successful White educators could take
when working with urban youth. With this limited research on specific actions excellent White
educators could take, it was important to find places in which the literature outlined the practices
of excellent White educators working in urban schools. The literature aligned around the idea
that White educators specifically must approach the classroom as a cultural space and not one
that operates in a post-racial world or one where culture is ignored or decentralized (CallCummings & Martinez, 2017; Emdin, 2017). White educators must learn to recognize ways in
which they perceive certain ways of engaging with school and curriculum as normal and work
hard to learn about their students’ preferences and styles of learning different than the way many
White, middle-class educators are experienced or expect in the classroom (Goldenberg, 2014;
Howard, 2016). Goldenberg (2014) explained, “Frankly, teachers must see some behaviors—
such as the way students might verbally engage with a particular lesson—as reflections of
students’ lived experiences and upbringing that are different, but still just as valuable, as their
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own” (p. 124). The literature was clear that excellent White educators in urban schools must
decenter their own lived experiences and expectations and learn from and about their students
and teach in a manner that validates their cultural experiences and not the cultural experiences
and expectations of their teachers. The literature on excellent White educators in urban schools
was clear that another layer in this complex work was a teacher’s ability to find places in which
they could connect with and relate to students that was not aligned to racial or cultural identities
but instead was based on shared experiences and interests (Marx, 2008).
Similar studies as this dissertation clearly articulated White educators were not able to
connect to their students based on race or culture but could connect to students through shared
experiences (Call-Cummings & Martinez, 2017). Another focus for White educators was to
create a space in which race and culture were prioritized in the curriculum while simultaneously
examining how they might hold deficit views of their students. By centering culture and
investigating their own Whiteness, teachers could mitigate against those deficit views to create a
space in which learning and relationship building are prioritized (Call-Cummings & Martinez,
2017; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Marx, 2008).
Another theme in the literature suggested successful White educators find places in which
they could learn about and relate to their students by discussing common interests, challenges,
obstacles or lived experiences they shared with their students. When White teachers found places
to connect with students based on their lived experiences and shared interests, then they could
use those connections to build trusting relationships that could lead to greater outcomes in the
classroom (Goldenberg, 2014; Marx, 2008). A significant amount of the literature on the topic of
White educators in urban spaces focused on the work White educators must do to become aware
of their own privilege and positionality and very little of the current literature was focused on the
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specific ways White educators could embark on the process of relating to and connecting with
their students. This was the gap my research study filled because it was designed to help White
educators come together to reflect on and determine the ways they had become exceptional
educators for students of color in urban schools.
Lastly, it was important to note that the literature focused on excellent White educators in
urban schools was also primarily qualitative with many studies using participatory action
research and portraiture to highlight specific White educators who could relate to their students
of color. Throughout the process of constructing this literature review, no identified study used
narrative inquiry or participatory narrative inquiry specifically to identify the ways in which
White educators could find success in urban schools.
The Journey Teachers Take
Exploring the journey of great teachers is esoteric and non-exact. So much of teaching is
done with quiet heroics over years of service and a commitment to continual improvement in
hopes students' experiences improve and their possibilities for their future are enhanced. This
individualized and personal journey is essential to understand and one Ayers (1993) explained
well:
I know that becoming an outstanding teacher is an heroic quest: One must navigate
turbulent and troubled waters, overcome a seemingly endless sea of obstacles, and face
danger and challenge (often alone), on the way toward an uncertain reward. Teaching is
not for the weak or the faint-hearted; courage and imagination are needed to move from
myth to reality. (p. 10)
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Ayers’ use of the terms becoming and navigate are of essential importance because they point
toward the reality of the journey that is teaching. Mitchell-Pierce (2006) explained this journey
well by articulating that for her:
My professional journey taught me that significant, belief-level changes are often
characterized by plateaus and regressions. In addition, I understood from experience that
my new inquiry would lead some of my collaborators to question their own practices and
beliefs and invoke the same discomfort that I was feeling. These periods of
disequilibrium would, at times, cause us to "push back" against our own intentions, or
against one another, in an effort to preserve our old beliefs-the system of thinking, acting,
and interacting that was being left behind as a result of these changes. (p. 429)
This account of an experienced teacher’s journey was non-linear and shifts in practice could be
met with hesitation and reluctance from even the most experienced teachers who saw shifts as
potential threats to their established way of knowing and teaching.
An additional vein in the literature around the teaching journey focused on changes in
beliefs of preservice teachers as they prepared to enter the classroom but the work about the
ways teaching changed the individual as they practiced was limited and brief (Wall, 2016).
Special attention was placed on the journey of preservice teachers who were preparing to enter
diverse urban classrooms. The literature suggested the work of preservice teaching programs
must focus on decentering Whiteness and privilege as a way of modeling how urban educators
could exchange a world view based on privilege and the normalizing of the White experience
with the experiences of their diverse students (Adair, 2008; Michie, 1999; Sleeter, 2016). While
this research was beneficial to the work of understanding how to better serve a diverse
population of students, it did not focus on internal shifts that must occur to teachers to practice
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over many years. This journey seems to be personalized and individual and little research was
devoted to the triangulation of experiences shared both internally and externally between
teachers serving a similar student group.
Like the gap in the research around White educators working in urban schools, there was
also a gap in the research around the journey educators took when becoming successful or
confident in their work. This research study filled that gap, suggesting the journey White
educators took could be a painful process that included disorientation, deconstruction, and a
necessary rebuilding of their understanding of how they were as people and as teachers. This
dissertation focused on both the experiences of excellent White educators in urban schools and
the esoteric nature of the teaching journey itself. In my analysis of the literature, no significant
research was devoted to the process of White educators reflecting on their journey working in
diverse communities nor was there a significant amount of research focused on themes that
determined what made White educators successful when working with diverse students. This
was the gap this research study filled and was discussed in more detail and precision.
Chapter Summary
The focus on the literature surrounding both the practices of successful urban educators
and on the impact of Whiteness on urban education was thorough and dynamic. There was
research that delineated what made a successful teacher of urban youth and what it took for a
White educator to begin and continue the journey of exploring their own identity and how that
identity impacted the spaces they occupied in schools and communities. However, the literature
was thin regarding both identifying the personal meaning of teaching and the journey teachers
took over time. This dissertation focused on the work of excellent White educators and how they
worked to gain trust in diverse schools and communities as well as communicated the lessons
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they had learned throughout that journey. My analysis of the research indicated a gap in the
literature regarding the relationship between White educators working with urban youth and the
process and journey they took to become better educators for their students and more aware
members of their greater school community.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Part III—Creating a Map with My Students
Second semester of my first year at Franklin started off much better than the first
semester. My students were far more engaged with the work and were appreciative that their
voice and desires as learners were honored by me and in the curriculum. My time as a basketball
coach helped me build relationships and trust with students, and as many of my colleagues began
to blame students and systems for the challenges they were facing, I felt more confident that my
work with students would lead to great outcomes for them by the time the school year ended.
This shift was monumental for me as I learned that it was my responsibility to make the
classroom better and the blame could not be placed on students.
Our study of gentrification and the work done by students who started to share the way
that it impacted their own lives began to evolve and grow into something special throughout the
semester. The students wrote narratives and recorded their stories to share their experiences with
the broader community. My job as the teacher was to find and make space for the student’s
voices and to guide their development of skills and concepts through the lens of their own lived
experiences. This content was like fuel for engagement, classroom culture and student buy-in.
Students could not wait to construct and share their stories and when the bell rang to end class
they continued talking about their work as they left the classroom. More than engagement, I
became a co-learner with students. I learned from their voice, their experience, and their
perspectives. I brought in my own experience as a community member and my own voice as a
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teacher who desired to live in the community and the conflict I felt as being a part of the
gentrification process that was happening in the community surrounding the school.
Just weeks into our study we were invited to speak at a meeting held by the local
neighborhood association. Two freshman girls from my class volunteered to share their research
and narratives with the community. They bravely stood in front of 200 community members and
shared their work with community and city leaders. Their work reverberated throughout the
room and into the community. Local papers published their stories, and the class was asked to
host a community roundtable event in which students and community members could talk to
their elected officials about the impact that gentrification was having on a community that they
felt was slipping away. This work spurred on conversations and cascaded into a broader
exploration into the causes and consequences of economic growth and the resultant forced
displacement of long-time community members. And as the teacher I just made space. I did not
dictate the learning, nor did I force content on students that was prescribed. I made the content fit
the interests of students and their learning, engagement and joy blossomed in a matter of weeks. I
had to learn to get out of the way and make a way for students to share their voice. And while
this work took place, my relationship with students and their trust in me as an educator grew to
new heights. I moved from barely making it through the day to waking up with excitement about
what the day would bring in our classroom.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was the exploration of the experience of White educators
working in diverse urban high schools to more deeply understand the journey these educators
took and how their definition of success when working in these schools changed over time.

45
Narrative Inquiry and Participatory Narrative Inquiry
This study implemented narrative inquiry as the driving methodology for the research and
specifically the methods embedded in participatory narrative inquiry (PNI). Participatory
narrative inquiry methods helped to make sense of lived experiences through shared storytelling
and because of this focus, this method was the best fit for this dissertation (Kurtz, 2014). A
discussion of both narrative inquiry and PNI is essential to understand how the dissertation was
both designed and implemented throughout the course of the research process.
To start broadly, this study sat on a foundation built on the beliefs and practices of
narrative inquiry. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained:
Education and educational studies are a form of experience. For us, narrative is the best
way of representing and understanding experience. Experience is what we study, and we
study it narratively because narrative thinking is a key form of experience and a keyway
of writing and thinking about it. (p. 18)
At its core, this study was focused on the experience of White educators working in
diverse urban high schools and how their experiences and evolution as educators were like or
different than those of the other participants who shared their same career path. This research
study was designed to determine who these teachers were as people and what made them
successful more than trying to identify instructional practices. The stories of how they had
evolved over time was the reason narrative inquiry was the best method for this dissertation
because it could be designed in a way that allowed the participants to reflect on and learn from
their own experiences. This chapter provides an overview of how this narrative inquiry study
was designed and how the specific methodologies embedded in PNI allowed the participants to
make meaning and to find shared understanding.

46
Overview and Rationale for Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry was the best methodology for this study because of its focus on the
lived experiences of the participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry was the
best method to implement because it is tailored to extract the most meaning to study the
following research questions:
Q1

What initially led White teachers to work in diverse urban high schools?

Q2

How do White teachers describe pivotal experiences of working in diverse urban
high schools?

Q3

How did these pivotal experiences shape their journey as White teachers working
in diverse urban high schools?

Q4

How do these teachers describe what it means to be successful educators of
diverse children?

Since this study focused on the experiences of reputationally excellent White educators
working in diverse urban schools, it was important to use a methodological lens that extracted
the emergent meanings from their stories and helped to organize themes and ideas that were
meaningful and important to both the participants and to the readers (Collinson et al., 1999).
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained the importance of experience, particularly
regarding educational research by expressing, “Experience happens narratively. Narrative
inquiry is a form of narrative experience. Therefore, educational experience should be studied
narratively” (p. 19). The focus on experience and the collective meaning made from reflecting
upon and sharing these experiences was the fulcrum for this study and narrative inquiry was the
perfect tool to implement for that purpose. Additionally, as the researcher, I firmly believed in
my own impact on the participants and my positionality as a White educator working in a diverse
urban high school. Because of this experience and the way narrative inquiry functioned to
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involve or at very least acknowledge the impact of the researcher that this method became even
more aligned to the questions, findings, and potential implications derived from this study.
As an educator working in a diverse urban school in the same school district as the
participants, my own experiences and reflections were bound to connect with this study. The
stories and experiences from educators who served similar schools and communities to my own
were too powerful for me to be neutral and I knew the stories of these participants would
resonate with me throughout the process. With that reality in mind, it was important to
implement a methodology that allowed for and accepted the researcher into this space and
narrative inquiry did just that. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained:
Most important, they should not be mistaken for what narrative inquirers do when they
are in for the long haul and when they are working toward the intimacy of relationship.
Narrative inquiry, from this point of view, is one of trying to make sense of life lived. To
begin with, it is trying to figure out the taken-for-grantedness. And when that taken-forgrantedness begins also to be taken for granted by the researcher, then the researcher can
begin to participate in and see things that worked in, for example, the hospital ward, the
classroom, the organization. (p. 78)
The intimacy of relationship they spoke of was specifically why the use of narrative inquiry was
essential for this study. My own work, passion, and position as a White educator working in a
diverse school shaped my identity, my work and my research and inevitably shaped the way I
interacted with the participants of this study. To hide that part of my identity as the researcher for
me was both inauthentic and unimaginable so throughout this process I kept written and voice
memos that allowed me to reflect on the emotions and memories that arose in me when I heard
the stories of my participants.
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The use of narrative inquiry as the methodological framework for this study was
important both because of the way it could extract meaning from experiences through the sharing
of stories. It was the focus on stories and their impact on other educators that the use of PNI
methods was incorporated under the umbrella of narrative inquiry. Educational experiences are
stories and the meaning of those stories was best extracted through the work of narrative inquiry.
The methods outlined by PNI were the concrete tools I used as the researcher to create a space
for these stories to be told and to develop meaning (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Kurtz, 2014).
Overview of and Rationale for Participatory
Narrative Inquiry
While more specific methods for this study are outlined in later sections of this chapter, it
was important to provide an overview of PNI to frame the way this study developed over time
and why these methods filled a gap in the literature about this subject. Kurtz (2014) explained
that PNI
is an approach in which groups of people participate in gathering and working with raw
stories of personal experience in order to make sense of complex situations for better
decision making. PNI focuses on the profound consideration of values, beliefs, feelings,
and perspectives through the recounting and interpretation of lived experiences. Elements
of fact, thrush, evidence, opinion, argument, and proof may be used as material for
sensemaking in PNI, but they are always used from a perspective and to gain perspective.
This focus defines, shapes and limits the approach. (p. 85)
A few elements of PNI are of essential importance and must be highlighted to provide a
detailed rationale for the use of the associated methods for this study. First, the importance of
story and how those stories affected teachers and changed them over time was of essential
importance because the meaning and lessons learned through the stories of the participants
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helped to make clear who they are and why they are such influential teachers in the lives of their
students. As a facilitator of this research study, it was my responsibility to cultivate questions
and an environment of care, respect, and safety that would work together to allow the
participants a sense of safety in telling their stories, explaining their respective journeys and, in
many cases, sharing the pain of wishing they could be and do more as teachers for all their
students. Cultivating this safety as the researcher was critical and aligned to the values espoused
through PNI. Kurtz (2014) explained these values:
In general, a person who facilitates a PNI project does not tell or interpret or change or
even select stories. All of these things are done only by those in the group of interest.
What a PNI facilitator does is help the stories get to where they need to go to help the
community achieve a goal. To do this a PNI facilitator might collect stories, ask questions
about them, and help people look at, think about, and talk about the stories, the answers,
and patterns they form. But a PNI facilitator never decides for the community, by
themselves, what stories mean. (p. 86)
As the researcher, my job as the facilitator was to create conditions in which the participants
were comfortable enough to share critical moments from their career with the other participants
to identify similarities and common experiences. As I initiated this process, I had no
preconceived notions of what this research study would reveal so my focus was to create a space
in which the three participants were willing to share their stories with openness and vulnerability
so the participants might together uncover a deeper understanding of their experiences for
themselves and as a group. The intention of this research was not to create generalizable
implications but rather to create a space in which stories might reveal more understanding about
who these teachers are so they might better understand for themselves why they were so
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influential in the lives of their students. Additionally, this research was of essential importance
because the findings might inspire other White educators to consider how the ways the
participants of this study influenced students and communities and allowed them with a set of
behaviors and dispositions that they work to develop to enhance their own practice and have a
greater impact on students. Having excellent, culturally competent, and effective White
educators serving diverse children was essential if the hope every child could have access to a
great educator throughout their time in school is to become a reality (Howard, 2016; Nieto,
2010).
These stories will reveal feelings, beliefs and lessons learned to uncover what is really
taking place with and through these excellent urban educators (Kurtz, 2014).
Methods
The methods for this study were derived from Kurtz's (2014) work focused on PNI. The
work of the participants and of the researcher was to participate in a process of sharing stories,
making sense of these stories together, and deriving themes and identifying lessons learned from
the experiences of the participants. In addition to the methods outlined in PNI, additional data
were collected throughout the process that aligned to the discipline of narrative inquiry to ensure
there were enough data to reconstruct the experiences of the participants clearly and confidently
in manner that honored who they were and the work they had done in the classroom and with
students (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).
To make sure I captured and collected data in an organized way that also aligned to the
methods of narrative inquiry, I created a fieldnote journal that contained a printed copy of every
piece of data collected through the process including photos, transcriptions, memos, and
reflections I had as a researcher. Throughout the data collection process, this field note journal
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never left my side because I would often have to stop what I was doing to construct a memo or
make a sketch or thinking map that allowed me to connect the dots between what I saw and
heard throughout the research process. Having the transcribed interviews with me was essential
so I could always return to the words of the participants to accurately reflect them and their
experiences throughout the data collection process. As a researcher, I never wanted to stray from
who my participants were or start projecting my own experiences on their words so having their
words and artifacts with me through the process reminded me to always keep the voices of the
participants at the forefront of this study. Specific details about these data pieces are outlined
below but it was important to note the general types of data collection and where the data were
housed throughout the process. Before outlining the specific data collection process, it was
important to highlight how I identified and recruited the participants for this study.
Participant Selection
Three reputationally excellent teachers were selected to participate in this study. The
main characteristic I used for selecting participants was their reputation for showing care for
their students. Collinson et al. (1999) believed excellent teacher care was the chief indicator of
their excellence and explained, “If the growth and development of others is the primary goal of
persons who operate from and ethic of care, teaching surely is a profession in which an ethic of
care should be central” (p. 3). I reached out to my own network of teachers and administrators to
ask for recommendations of White teachers who fit the following criteria:
1.

Were considered by their administrators, students, and community to be excellent
teachers because of the care they showed to their students and the broader school
community.

2.

Identified as racially White.
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3.

Had been working in urban schools for a minimum of seven years.

4.

Currently worked in a school or with a population of students in their own
classrooms in which a minimum of 70% qualified for free or reduced lunch.

These criteria were important in this study because they helped me identify teachers who had
experience serving racially and economically diverse students who attended schools in an urban
district. Prior to finalizing the recruiting process, I obtained Institutional Review Board approval
(see Appendix A), which allowed me to begin recruiting participants via email shortly thereafter.
I reached out with an initial recruiting email on November 13, 2021, with information about the
research and once participants confirmed, I sent them consent forms (see Appendix B), which
were gathered on December 10, 2021 prior to the first group storytelling session which occurred
on December, 14, 2021 (see Appendix C for questions).
I emailed seven school leaders or teachers I knew from my professional network and
asked them to recommend participants who fit the criteria outlined above. It was interesting to
note that within the responses I received from my initial email, I received recommendations for
over 10 White female teachers who fit the criteria and only two male teachers. This was not the
core of this study but I did write about this phenomenon in a memo in my field note journal
because many male teachers who met these criteria were administrators and no longer classroom
teachers.
Once I received initial recommendations for potential candidates, I used their school
websites to read the biographies of each potential participant to confirm they met the minimum
years of experience criteria and I accessed data from each school or school district to confirm the
school where the participants worked met the minimum free or reduced lunch criteria.
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This method of participant selection led me to five potential participants who I reached
out to with a formal introductory email to provide an overview of the project, requirements for
them as a participant, and a general timeline for the research. Of the five emails I sent to
participants, three teachers responded and committed to the study once I sent them the detailed
overview for the study. In all, two female and one male teacher agreed to participate in the study.
Details about each participant are provided in Chapter IV. It was also important to note that
while I worked in the same school district as each of the participants, I had no experience
collaborating with them personally and did not know any of the teachers prior to the study.
Additionally, I did not recruit any participants from my own school or personal network because
of the way my positional power as a school administrator or my personal relationships with them
could affect the study.
To prepare participants and mitigate against potential attrition I provided a
comprehensive overview of the research process to the participants so they were aware of the
scope of the research process. Once the participants were selected and agreed to participate in the
study, an extensive four-month data collection process was initiated.
Data Collection Process
The use of narrative inquiry as the methodological framework necessitated the collection
of various field texts to support interviews and observations to get a more holistic understanding
of the themes derived from those experiences. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained that as
narrative researchers, “We call them field texts because they are created, neither found nor
discovered by participants and researchers in order to represent aspects of field experience” (p.
93). This study hinged on the stories of the participants both in a group setting, through
individual interviews, as well as the collection of detailed notes about each participant that were
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recorded in the field text notebook outlined above. Notes from the initial storytelling and
sensemaking meeting, from observations and interviews, as well as my memos and reflections as
a researcher were all maintained in my field text notebook. The initial data collected through the
storytelling and sensemaking meeting with the participants were crucial because they created
initial themes and ideas that drove the subsequent steps of the research process.
Coming Together for Storytelling
and Sensemaking
Group sensemaking from the stories of teachers was the first step in the data collection
process. Sensemaking is the creation of emergent themes from the stories of participants. The
information derived from the story sessions was different from a focus group as Kurtz (2014)
explained, “While a group interviewer engages with the group in conversation, a group story
session facilitator provides tasks for groups to complete” (p. 113). For the sensemaking activity,
I asked that participants prepare a 10 to15 minute story from their experience as an educator that
aligned to one of the following prompts:
•

Tell us about a student who impacted your journey the most.

•

Tell us about an experience that impacted you the most on your journey.

•

Tell us a lesson you have learned along the way that you will never forget.

•

Tell us what makes you a successful White educator of diverse urban students.

It was important to note that as the researcher, I pre-recorded my own response to the second
prompt listed above so participants would have a clear model of what I expected as the
researcher for this storytelling session. Participatory narrative inquiry does not hinge on focus
groups but rather stories shared by participants; thus, it was important I provided a clear example
from my own experience as a teacher in urban schools so the participants had direction and
clarity about what was expected.
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During the storytelling session, each participant used story to describe their experience
and then we participated in a sensemaking activity that helped the group arrive at initial
connections between each participant. Once each participant shared their stories, we engaged in a
sensemaking activity. Sensemaking is a process in which participants take the stories they heard
and work to find similarities between the experiences shared by one another. In many ways, the
sensemaking activity laid the foundation for subsequent steps of the study because those initial
themes were used in the coding process and helped to formulate the questions for the interviews I
had with each individual participant after the initial storytelling and sensemaking meeting.
The sensemaking activity was based on simple questions that allowed the participants to
reflect on the similarities and differences they heard in each story. The questions I asked the
participants in the sense making activity were:
•

What about the stories of the other participants resonated with you or connected
to your own experience as an educator?

•

Based on the stories you have heard, what shared experiences do you have as
participants?

•

What did these stories teach us about what it means to be effective White
educators in our respective schools?

The participants spent 10 minutes journaling about those questions and then we spent 30 minutes
discussing the similarities in stories. I recorded the discussion to transcribe the conclusions
drawn by the participants as well as kept detailed notes in my field text notebook. Once the
storytelling and sensemaking meeting was done, I transcribed the meeting and used the words
from the session to create initial codes for the research. These codes were used to frame the
interview questions I used with my participants during the next phase of the research process.
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Participant Interviews, Observations
and Artifact Analysis
Once the group storytelling and sensemaking session was complete and the data were
transcribed and coded into initial themes I constructed interview questions (see Appendix D) and
scheduled an individual 60-minute interview with each participant. The purpose of these
interviews was to get to know each participant’s personal story and reasons for entering
education. I spent the time with them discussing both their personal and professional history.
During the interview I also scheduled a time to observe each participant at their respective school
sites. These observations were invaluable because they provided context for the school and about
the individual and provided me with the opportunity to see each participant interact with students
and colleagues. My observations were focused on developing a sense of place for each
participant and working to determine what personal characteristics and behaviors made each
participant so compelling to students and other teachers.
During each observation, I asked participants to provide an artifact or series of artifacts
they believed told the story of their career. Artifacts included photos of students and past classes,
notes from past students, current classroom posters, and students’ work that was in their
classroom. These artifacts helped to support the observations and interviews by providing
tangible examples of how the participant’s beliefs manifested in actual items that existed in their
individual classrooms.
It was important to note that while not planned for this study, all three observations were
followed by an informal discussion with each participant. These were not interviews but more
informal dialogues that ranged from 15 to 45 minutes and covered topics such as challenges the
participants faced in their schools, their hopes and dreams for students, initiatives they were
leading in their building to help other teachers thrive, and even topics about the potential
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trajectory of each participant’s career. After these observations and discussions, I spent time
journaling in my field text notebook to capture both the content and tenor of the observation as
well as the discussion. As a researcher, I embraced this informal time because it was a
remarkably intimate time with each participant. As an educator in a similar school as theirs and
often facing the same challenges, I could relate to their stories, their hopes, their regrets, and
their work and I believed my experience allowed me access to vulnerability that a researcher
who was not also working in a similar context as they were would simply not have. While not a
formal or expected element of the research, these moments that occurred after each observation
connected me to the participants and added the context that made this study a powerful
experience for them as participants and for me as the researcher. This energy and connection
were also captured in each participant’s end-of-study reflection that served as the final piece of
data I collected for this study.
Finishing with Creative Reflection
The final piece of data collected was in the form of a creative reflection created by each
participant and shared with the group and that answered the following questions:
•

What does it mean to be an excellent educator?

•

How has your definition of what it means to be an excellent changed over time?

Participants were invited to create a written reflection that could be in the form of a
narrative, poem, or any other format of their choice including a non-verbal, artistic representation
if they so desired. They could do a recorded reflection in which they discussed the questions on a
video or they could create any other form they believed would best communicate their thoughts
on the questions posed for this last step in the data collection process. Reflections were shared
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between participants so each participant would have an opportunity to learn about how the others
defined excellence and if that definition had changed over time.
The amount of data collected through these steps was comprehensive and diverse. It was
also powerful to have elements of the process that included the whole group together and other
steps that were individual. As mentioned previously, the storytelling and sensemaking session
and all interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcriptions were printed and placed in
my field text notebooks. I then used words and phrases that emerged from these steps as the
codes for the research.
Coding Methods and Member Checking
In this study, the voices of the participants were the most important resource for
developing the codes for data analysis. Because this was my first study and I did not want to get
overwhelmed with a software coding system, I determined that manual coding on printed out
transcriptions of my interviews and story sessions would be the most useful and productive use
of my time and energy as an emerging researcher (Saldaña, 2016). I implemented in vivo coding
methods to prioritize the words and phrases that came directly from the participants. Saldaña
(2016) defined in vivo coding as “using words or short phrases from the participant’s own
language in the data as codes. May include folk or indigenous terms of a particular culture,
subculture or microculture to suggest the existence of the group’s cultural categories” (p. 294).
Using the actual words and phrases from the participants was of essential importance for me as
the researcher because I wanted to hear from the experience of these specific participants as well
as use their words and experiences, not my own, to create codes that accurately represented their
stories and experiences.
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Three cycles of coding took place through this process. Each cycle ended with an
opportunity for the participants to member check the codes that emerged from the research
process. The first cycle of data collection and coding occurred during the group story telling
session. Once the storytelling and sensemaking session was finished, it was transcribed and
seven initial codes emerged from the words and phrases shared by the participants. The initial
codes for the study were Frustration with the System, Skepticism, Love for Kids, Autonomy
Over Curriculum, Continuous Self-Improvement, Shifting Who I Was, Understanding My
Whiteness, Needing Help, and Lost. I emailed these themes to each participant prior to their
interview and asked them for their feedback before starting the interview itself.
Cycle two of coding focused on refining and tightening the codes to align to the research
questions, the words and phrases of the participants during their interviews, and from my
classroom observations. Cycle two of coding occurred after all three interviews and observations
were finished; fewer and more specific themes were identified: Developing Community,
Constant Improvement, Teaching Every Student, Shifting Identity, and Awareness of Whiteness.
While these codes were far more accurate and representative of the words and phrases of the
participants, there was certainly a need for another level of member checking and revision.
Cycle three of coding was where I identified the final themes that emerged in this study. I
used the artifacts I collected from the participants, their final reflections as participants, as well
as my field notes, voice memos, and journal entries to really refine the codes into single words.
This research study was created to support White educators in their practice so having clear
themes that could be used as a reflection tool was an important outcome for this study. Looking
through all the data I collected as well as my own reflections as the researcher, I landed on final
themes that were more comprehensive of the experiences of the educators but were still inspired
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directly by their words and phrases. The final themes derived during cycle three of coding and
which turned into the findings of this study were Inclusion, Evolution, Vigilance, and Gratitude.
The codes that emerged from the cycles can be found in Table 1 and deeper discussion on these
definitions and how the words showed up in current literature are provided in Chapters IV and V
of this dissertation.

Table 1
Themes from Research Study Coding Cycles
Cycle
1: Codes that emerged from
Group Story Session

Theme
Frustration with the System, Skepticism, Love for Kids,
Autonomy Over Curriculum, Continuous SelfImprovement, Shifting Who I Was, Understanding My
Whiteness, Needing Help, Lost.

Member Checking Opportunity #1—Before Individual Interviews and Observations
2: Codes that Emerged after
Individual Interviews and
Observations

Developing Community, Constant Improvement,
Teaching Every Student, Shifting Identity, Awareness of
Whiteness, Pain.

Member Checking Opportunity #2—After interviews and Observations
3: Coding all Data Again for
Final Themes after Final Data
Collection Process.

Inclusive, Evolving, Vigilant, Grateful with personal
deconstruction and reconstruction as the process.

Final Opportunity for Member Checking on Four Driving Themes.

These three cycles of coding were instrumental in the development of a trustworthy and
credible study. As a researcher and educator, I was adamant that my themes were representative
of the words and experiences of the participants, which was why I offered three opportunities for
member checking during the data collection process. I wanted to foster trust and credibility with
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my participants to build vulnerability and transparency so the development of these terms was
critical to the integrity of this study and to my integrity as the facilitator of the research process.
Trustworthiness
For this study, trustworthiness was cultivated throughout the research process by using
the exact terms and ideas that emerged directly from the voices of the participants, allowing for
consistent and transparent member checking, careful coding, detailed and extensive notetaking,
and alignment between the research questions and the research process I engaged in throughout
data collection. The level of transparency about the study I took with the participants and the
amount of space I allowed for feedback on the themes and process amplified the trustworthiness
of the study and of the findings themselves.
Transferability of the findings for this study was not guaranteed nor was it a desirable
outcome of this study. Narrative inquiry values stories and their ability help others reflect on
their own experiences. These stories and the lessons learned through them might not transfer
across individual experiences but were valuable for the participants and for the field of education
that happened narratively (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Kurtz, 2014). The themes born from
storytelling and sense making drove the study and the collection of field texts supplemented what
was uncovered by the participants. These themes were valuable to the participants, for me as the
researcher, and for other educators who had the desire to understand more deeply about how
their identity affected their students’ experiences in their classroom.
Credibility was established through the amount of data collected and the cohesion
between different steps of data collection. As a researcher, my aim was to collect a diverse
amount of data ranging from group storytelling, personal interviews, observation, artifact
analysis, and participant reflection. Collecting this amount of data was essential to establish

62
credibility. Additionally, the use of consistent member checking after each step of the research
process allowed for deep transparency with the participants and the development of a
relationship of trust and vulnerability between me as the researcher and the three participants.
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggested narratives are accurate and credible if they have “an
explanatory, invitational quality, as having authenticity, as having adequacy and plausibility” (p.
184). This research study was credible because it leaned on authenticity, plausibility, and
resonance for those who heard the stories of the participant and could imagine themselves
watching the teachers in this study operate in their schools and with their students. Credibility
was dependent on authenticity and clarity of the narrative itself and this study used that criterion
to develop the methods used in the study.
Once each step of the research process was completed, the participants had the
opportunity to read, provide feedback, and give additional commentary on the themes that
emerged throughout the research process. It was essential that a coding method aligned to the
methodology was implemented to enhance the credibility of this study.
Dependability was developed using thick description during the final steps of the research
process to ensure the methods used and the data collected supported the conclusions drawn from
and implications of this research study. The incorporation of narrative inquiry and specifically
the methods promoted by PNI allowed for triangulation of data that supported the dependability
of the process and, overall, the trustworthiness of the study in general (Kurtz, 2014).
Limitations
The use of stories as the primary driver for this research study and the individual
experiences that were expressed by the participants were unique and personal; yet, there was
value in learning from them and expanding the lesson learned to other educators. This study held
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the tension between being remarkably valuable for the participants and for me as the researcher
while also holding value for other White educators looking for models of successful teachers
working in urban schools. However, this research process evolved from wanting to seek out
generalizable practices that could be copied by other White educators to one that became more
about the participants learning about themselves. While there were certainly lessons to be learned
through this research, the findings became much more personal for the participants than I
expected when I initially designed the study, which might lead to limitations in the
generalizability of the findings.
This research had limitations in the fact that these were experiences of educators working
with a very specific population of students in a very specific context. Few White educators stay
in urban education and few are regarded as excellent by their communities and their students.
Teachers working in rural or suburban areas and even urban teachers who are not working in
high schools might find this research to be obsolete. These limitations were real throughout the
research process but the impact the research had on the participants themselves was powerful,
which made the limitations of the research seem worth the work because the stories expressed by
the participants to one another and in this study were too powerful not to tell a larger audience.
Chapter Summary
The use of narrative inquiry as the general methodology and the specific methods
outlined by PNI worked together to provide a significant amount of data that was analyzed for
conclusions and implications. The use of stories as the driver for the development of themes and
the collection of field texts in the form of observations, interviews, and artifact analysis created
enough data to draw reasonable themes and conclusions. The reflections provided by the
participants were an additional data source but were also profoundly important as they provided
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the participants with a tool to use to learn about themselves, their experiences, and their
respective careers up to that point. In many ways, the final piece of data I collected was also a
way to give back to the teachers because of the level of reflection and learning they experienced
from the final step of data collection. This study was a comprehensive deep dive into the stories
of the participants. Once the themes emerged, the participants had three opportunities to provide
feedback on and amend them to align more closely to their words and experiences. This study
and the alignment between the methods and the questions being pursued allowed for clear
themes to emerge and implications to be determined that supported White educators who were
preparing to work in diverse urban high schools or who wanted to improve their practice and
impact on their students.
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CHAPTER IV
PARTICIPANT STORIES
Part IV—Losing Our Way
While my own classroom was improving, the tenor of Franklin High School was
becoming more negative. In January of my first year of teaching at Franklin, a local news site ran
a series of reports outlining the myriad ways that Franklin was failing its students and its
community. Every Monday for six weeks a new article would go in depth about the failures of
Franklin. Students began to internalize the message that their school, and by proxy, themselves
were failures. As if the news reports were not enough, there were whispers that the school’s
administrators could be fired by the school district any day.
One early February morning, I walked to the school in the dark and was greeted by a
hand-written sign in the window on the exterior of the school inviting the whole staff to a
meeting at 8:00 a.m. Sure enough, the rumors became a reality, and we were informed that the
principal and other key leaders in the building would be removed from their positions - effective
immediately. I had to take this news and teach the first period starting at 8:30 a.m. and receive
the pain and confusion of students who would now have to say goodbye to a group of adults that
they loved and trusted. Content went out the window and empathy and listening became the core
focus of my lesson plans. There was a new distrust for adults in the building because of the
decisions made by district leaders and it was my responsibility to prioritize rebuilding those
relationships before teaching could happen again in my classroom.
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The next few weeks were an exodus of leaders and teachers. Not wanting to be aboard a
sinking ship, teachers who were already struggling in the classroom left one after another. My
advisory, which was 18 ninth grade boys, ballooned to near 40 as other freshman teachers
resigned. The students and staff were angry, scared, and disoriented. A new group of
administrators started visiting classrooms with clipboards and generic introductions to a
frustrated community. It was the first time, of many to come, in which adult decisions at the
district and school level impacted the way students and teachers placed value on themselves. It
was a painful time to be at Franklin.
Despite the conditions, my classroom kept improving slowly and steadily. While school
attendance waned and teacher engagement dropped, my own desire to improve grew and my
skill set to teach students became more dynamic. I was one of few teachers who committed to
returning to Franklin for the upcoming year and once my students knew that I was not leaving
they seemed to commit to me because of my commitment to them. The next few months saw
fewer difficulties in my classroom. I was more confident, more skilled and had much better
relationships with students that I could leverage. I knew that I could not teach effectively alone
and even gathered volunteers to support in my classroom to make sure students received the
attention from an adult that they deserved. Even through the pain and challenge of losing people
we cared for and admired, we were thriving as a class, and I was proud of what we had endured
and accomplished, together.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was the exploration of the experience of White educators
working in diverse urban high schools to more deeply understand the journey these educators
took and how their definition of success when working in these schools changed over time.
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Introduction to Findings
This chapter focuses on four themes that emerged through the data collection process and
relies on thematic narratives to describe how each theme became a reality in each participant’s
respective work. Each theme is brought to life through the stories and words from the
participants. Before the themes are discussed, it was important to reground in the research
questions:
Q1

What initially led White teachers to work in diverse urban high schools?

Q2

How do White teachers describe pivotal experiences of working in diverse urban
high schools?

Q3

How did these pivotal experiences shape their journey as White teachers working
in diverse urban high schools?

Q4

How do these teachers describe what it means to be successful educators of
diverse children?

In addition to grounding in the research questions, understanding who each participant was,
where they taught, how they had been formed, and how they had come to understand their
Whiteness were all essential context for this study. Before discussing the findings from this
research, it was of essential importance that I provide a general biography of each participant.
Each participant and all school locations were given a pseudonym for confidentiality purposes.
Participants
Liz Baker Biography
Liz was the personification of brilliance and focus. She approached her work as a high
school English teacher with serious professionalism and her artistry as a teacher could be
appreciated within minutes after meeting her. As a teacher myself, I connected with Liz because
we both approached teaching as a lifestyle much more than a vocation and her commitment to
constant reflection and improvement connected us as educators. The way we viewed teaching
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and schools was remarkably similar, which led to a deep level of openness and vulnerability in
our discussions—an essential characteristic for a narrative inquiry study (Kurtz, 2014).
Liz grew up in southern California and from an early age was surrounded by books,
which laid the groundwork for her to become an English major in college. She was a high
achieving student, an athlete, and a debutante. She identified her family as upper middle class
and they surrounded her with strong messages about the importance of hard work, achievement,
and success. After graduating from high school, she left California for Colorado to earn her
teaching license at a large public university. She always wanted to teach but thought she would
work in a school like the ones she attended.
Liz, like all three participants, was highly affected by the great recession. After
graduating, she returned to California with her teaching license in hand and began teaching in
California’s central valley east of her Orange County home. This teaching job was her first
experience working with diverse students and a diverse community. Her students at her first job
were primarily from Spanish speaking, immigrant families and her background from Orange
County clashed with the stories of her students. She left that job after only one year and moved
back to Denver where she took a job with an educational non-profit for one year before being
hired at Smith High School, a large urban high school in one of Denver’s most segregated
neighborhoods.
Liz’s three years at Smith were formative for her because she learned how to incorporate
student voice and perspective into her lessons and planning, and she learned how to learn from
her students and families instead of solely relying on her own expertise. She also learned the
ugly truth about the impact poor school leadership and tone-deaf policy had on marginalized
students. Although she began to thrive in the classroom and her students started finding success
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in her class, she knew the lack of leadership and organization at this school was too much to
overcome and she left to teach at Central High School, one of Denver’s largest public high
schools, a job she has had for seven years. At Central, Liz teaches ninth grade English inclusion,
which means most of her students are not only students of color but also have Individualized
Education Plans (IEPs) because of their identification as needing special education services. Liz
teaches the classes no other teachers at Central want to teach, she takes the hardest teaching
loads, and, at the time of this study, she was splitting her time as a teacher and as an instructional
coach for the rest of the English Department at Central.
Liz never intended to teach in an urban school. She wanted to “teach students like me,
who were White, affluent and had access to academic support at home and at school.” However,
the great recession left few jobs available and the only jobs she was getting calls about were in
urban schools. Teaching in California’s Central Valley and then in Denver put her on a path of
exploring her own identity as an affluent, White woman whose parents were college educated
and promoted college to Liz even at an early age. Liz’s journey as a White educator working
with a diverse student population was difficult at first because she had to navigate how to
connect with students who seemingly disliked her. On one occasion she even asked her class
why they hated her and why they were so opposed to her and what she was trying to do. Now
eight years removed from that experience, she is one of the most well-respected educators at
Central. When I walked into the school for my observation, I was greeted by a student who asked
me who I was there to see. When I told them I was there to see Ms. Baker, he let out a sigh and
explained to me in detail the many reasons why she was his favorite teacher. Liz’s growth from a
teacher who struggled to connect with her students even on a basic level to one whose students
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discussed her powerful impact on her was a testament to her desire to constantly improve, grow,
and develop as a teacher.
Mike Ellis Biography
Mike is energy. He has a personality that brings people together and allows everyone in
the room with him to feel at ease and welcome. He was funny, engaging, and warm but with all
those characteristics shining through, he had an air of seriousness and intensity when speaking
about education, which created a sense of purpose between him and the other participants. Mike
was willing to joke and could certainly be carefree but when discussing the lives of students and
what they deserved from schools, there was no space for levity.
Mike grew up in a religiously and politically conservative town in the mountains of North
Carolina. He was a successful student who always pushed himself to be his best in the classroom
and in his community. A natural leader, Mike was put in positions to bring people with different
beliefs together and his ability to unify and communicate put him on a path toward law school.
After attending a prestigious private school in the Northeast, he wanted to get into the best law
school possible. But when the great recession made law school even harder to get into, Mike
turned to Teach for America for a job. Mike explained, “Teach for America was the plan for two
years on my way to law school.” But once he found his first teaching job, which was teaching at
Smith High School (the same urban school as Liz, the first participant discussed in this chapter),
he knew teaching would be a far longer stint than just two years.2

2

As a researcher, I had no knowledge that Liz and Mike had worked together at Smith
High School, and they had no knowledge that one another were participants in this study until we
all came together for the group story session. During our time together, both participants
mentioned how excited they were to come full circle with one another since their early days as
teachers at Smith High School.
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As a new math teacher in a low-performing urban school, Mike struggled mightily during
his first year in the classroom. He felt unequipped and unsupported. The systems and structures
of the school itself were unorganized and students were not thriving in his classroom or at the
school in general. Halfway through his first year of teaching, Mike broke his leg, which forced
him to miss weeks of work and then, upon his return, he was in a wheelchair for recovery. It
would have been enough stress to lead many teachers in a similar circumstance to quit but Mike
never thought about leaving the classroom. He wanted to get back to his students and he wanted
to help them learn math. That was when Mike knew teaching in urban schools was the work he
would be doing for a long time.
Mike taught math at Success Academy, a charter school in downtown Denver, that serves
students who have been unsuccessful in local public schools. In addition to teaching math and
supporting math teachers, he also did all the master scheduling and made sure the students at the
school were on track to receive the credits necessary to graduate. Over the last 10 years of his
career, Mike became a known ally for his students and their families. As a White educator, he
positioned himself shoulder to shoulder with students and worked tirelessly to gain the trust of
their parents. He gained trust through his authenticity, energy, and work ethic and through his
service to his school for the last eight years. Mike is a teacher, mentor, and counselor because he
has become who his students need him to be for them to find success at school.
Jen Elliot Biography
Jen was a surprise at every turn. A diminutive and soft-spoken teacher, her quiet voice
contained remnants of a southern drawl that followed her to Denver from South Carolina over a
decade ago. She talked about students and education like a philosopher giving a lecture. Jen grew
up in Charleston, South Carolina, the daughter of two educators, but never expected to get into
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education herself. While family members and family friends maintained a deep-seated racial
bias, she relentlessly pursued everyone who was not like her and made them her friends before
they had a chance to decide for themselves. Jen explained, “I was always attracted to the people
that my neighbors told me to ignore. They were always far more interesting.” Jen also gave
credit to her parents who did whatever they could to open her world to different ideas and
experiences.
Jen worked in corporate jobs for the first few years after college but when she was asked
to teach her colleagues about new policies and guidelines, she decided teaching might fit her far
better than the corporate world. Jen found her way to Harris High School, a large, lowperforming urban high school in Denver’s oft-forgotten southwest side. Jen learned Spanish
growing up and her love for literature and her bilingualism made her a perfect candidate to work
in a neighborhood where the lingua franca was Spanish. At the time of this study, Jen taught
literature and English language development (ELD) to students who had been in the United
States for just a short time. Her class was run almost entirely in Spanish with phrases of English
sprinkled into her instructions and the one-on-one conversations with her students who are just
starting to have the confidence to try to speak English themselves. Her classroom was a happy
place for a group of students who were often not served in other corners of her school building.
Jen fell in love with her students when she was asked to run student leadership at her
school. Many students and staff members told Jen to her face that she was unqualified to teach
student leadership because she was a White woman working with mostly Latino students who
were discussing topics around equity, segregation, and access to quality teaching with the
school’s administrative team. Her colleagues and some students wondered if her position as a
White woman would mute the voices of her students but instead of dominating the classroom
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space, she became a listener and found spaces to amplify her students’ voices so they could be
the advocates for the change they wanted to see. Jen always made space for others, which was
why her ability to make space for her students made her such a remarkable and well-respected
educator in her community.
Themes
Throughout the four-step research process outlined in Chapter III, four themes emerged
from the stories, interviews, observations, and reflections of the participants. The participants
were able to name and support the themes of Inclusive, Evolving, Vigilant, and Grateful as the
dispositions that made them effective White educators working in diverse urban high schools.
Inclusive
All three participants welcomed every student into their classroom and taught students
and classes that often no other teacher in their school was willing to teach. They were inclusive
in that they were welcoming, open, and available for all students and did not try to manipulate
systems or use their influence to teach classes that were easier or students who needed less
support. They welcomed the challenge of teaching every student and expected other teachers to
do the same for kids. They all taught every student regardless of their history, skills, or
reputation.
Evolving
All three participants had changed immensely as teachers and as individuals during their
time in the classroom and they had never finished evolving. They changed the way they taught,
talked to, talked about, and interacted with kids. More so, they changed as individuals. Their
evolution as teachers who were unequipped, unaware, and looking for answers to educators who
worked hard to develop a skill set and disposition that served all students. Each participant was

74
focused and dedicated to constantly improving what and how they taught and interacted with
students.
Vigilant
While this term connotes suspicion and protection, it was used in this research study as a
stance all three participants took as they worked to protect their students from systems that might
impede students from receiving the education they deserved. All three participants were vigilant
against teachers, systems, or policies that underserved and undervalued students. They were
outspoken when it came to making sure their schools had no place for anything that did not put
students first. They proactively worked to protect their students from any obstacle that might be
placed in their way of success.
Grateful
All three participants were grateful for their students and their broader school community
for the way each had helped them grow and improve as individuals. The participants
communicated that their students had taught them lessons and given them a perspective that had
forever altered the way they saw the world and they were thankful for that new vision. Each
participant clearly communicated how thankful they were for the lessons they had learned from
and with their students throughout the course of their respective careers.
The remainder of this chapter tells the stories of the three teachers who participated in
this study. The narratives explain how each of these four themes manifested in the classrooms
and schools of each of the participants. These stories captured the core of each theme and
identified why each were essential characteristics of these White educators working in urban
high schools.
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Liz Baker—Ninth Grade English Teacher
at Central High School
Liz taught ninth grade English inclusion at Central High School and was a teacher leader
who helped coach, evaluate, and support the other English teachers at her school. Her classes
consisted of predominantly low-income students of color, many of whom had IEPs. Liz had been
teaching for 13 years, nearly all of which had been in schools serving a population of lowincome students of color.
Inclusive—“If You Miss My Class,
I Will Find You and Figure Out
What Is Going On”
Liz’s classroom at Central High School was a relic. The school itself is over 100 years
old and Liz's classroom bore the burden of those years. Traditional metal desks with wire frame
seats were haphazardly organized in groups of four throughout the classroom. Generic posters
with no real connection to the content were hung throughout the room and used with intention to
cover cracks in the aging plaster walls. Built-in bookshelves on one wall held texts not read in
years and extension cords covered the floor for students to plug in their computers—a piece of
technology that would never been imagined when the school was originally built. Liz shared this
classroom with another teacher. They each had a desk tucked in a corner like a college dorm
room. It was an impersonal space, shared and without identity. Like so many classrooms in so
many schools, the room was nothing special but what happened in the space when Liz was
teaching made it come alive.
When the bell for class rang Liz, or Ms. B as her students called her, greeted every
student at the door by name. As students arrived, Liz circulated the class and asked questions
about their families, what they did over the weekend, and how their morning classes went. I sat
in the back of the classroom, crammed in a small wood desk with my notebook and pen taking
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up the entirety of the small workspace. Two students sat next to me who were much larger than
the other freshman in attendance and clearly upperclassmen. They were just there to say hello to
Ms. B, their favorite teacher in the building. After my observation, Liz and I talked about her
class, her struggles with working at Central, and why she asked to teach this class every year.
Liz explained, “I teach the classes that no one else wants to teach and the kids that no one
knows what to do with.” Her belief that the best teachers should take the most challenging
teaching loads was a testament to her belief in inclusion. Liz was a veteran teacher, a teacher
leader in her building, and a member of the school’s Instructional Leadership Team. If she
wanted to teach honors or advanced classes, she certainly had the sway to make that happen but
instead, she chose to teach ninth grade English to students who needed the most intensive
academic and social-emotional support.
Liz’s desire to teach every student was born from her experience at Smith High School:
“That school enrolled every student who did not choose a school during the enrollment period.
We literally got every student that other schools did not pursue.” It was this experience that
codified her belief that the best teachers should work with the students who have the most need.
Early in her career, Liz did not always want to serve the students who needed her skills the most
but this desire and disposition that had developed in her over time had made her an educator at
Central who was respected by students and staff alike. Her evolution was not easy or linear but
one that had helped her become a remarkably effective White teacher serving a diverse student
population.
Evolving—“I Recognized That What
Needed To Change Was Me”
Liz grew up in a relatively affluent and politically conservative community. She attended
a racially diverse high school though most students had a similar economic background as Liz’s
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family. Immediately after graduation in Colorado, Liz returned to work near her hometown.
When Liz returned to California, she imagined teaching students like her who had similar lived
experiences and economic realities and who intrinsically loved the same books she enjoyed in
school. But these jobs were not available to a recent college graduate so instead, Liz found
herself commuting to a rural farming community and teaching students who came from mostly
Mexican-immigrant families.
Liz said, “Here I was, this White girl in her BMW driving into school each day trying to
convince students to love what I loved. It didn’t go well, I wasn’t ready.” Liz experienced
significant cultural conflict during her first year in the classroom and while many of her
colleagues tried to provide support for her and convince her to think differently about her
interactions with students, she refused to change (Delpit, 2006). At the end of her first year, Liz’s
position was reduced in her building and she was forced to look elsewhere to teach. Liz admitted
that the school was not a good fit for her nor she for it but reflected during our time together that
she was hesitant and stubborn to change her ways because she thought it meant lowering
expectations for her students. This was a misconception she would later reflect upon because she
would realize it was never the students who had to change at all; rather, she was the one who
needed to make marked shifts in how she approached diverse students.
She had an established community in Denver and returned to be near her college friends.
After taking a job for a year as a buffer, she found a job teaching at Smith High School in one of
Denver’s most historic Black communities. Liz was excited about the new start but the reality in
her classroom started off largely how they ended in California. Once again, Liz struggled upon
her return to the classroom. She could not understand why students would not read the assigned
pages or complete daily assignments. She blamed students for being uninterested and

78
unmotivated. She fought, struggled, and wanted to give up. Right after winter break, she stopped
her class and asked her students, “Why do you hate me, all I want to do is help?” One student
responded, “Ms., we don’t know you.” This was a turning point for Liz who realized she needed
to share much more herself with her students then she had ever imagined. She had a false
expectation that students should intrinsically trust her and that sharing aspects of her personal life
with students was unnecessary.
Many educators talk about specific experiences that change the trajectory of their career.
For Liz, this was the pivotal moment that shifted how she approached her students and her
classroom. She immediately started talking to her students about who she was, how she grew up,
and what made her unique. She created time and space to laugh with her students and started
calling families to get to know the parents of the students she worked with each day and viewing
them as allies and assets in their children’s success rather than obstacles. Liz explained, “It was
not an immediate change, but letting students get to know me altered my classroom immensely.”
This small shift led to countless changes in both Liz’s disposition toward her students and her
practices, her biases, and her blind spots. This led to an evolution that has not stopped for Liz
even as she enters her 13th year in the classroom. Liz explained, “I still take the first two weeks
of every semester just to build relationships and trust with my students.” This was the lesson that
drove her work and commitment to knowing students before teaching them content. Emdin
(2016) contextualized the transition Liz experienced by explaining, “The work of White who
teach in urban schools, then is to unpack their privileges and to excavate the institutional,
societal, and personal histories they bring with them when they come to the hood” (p. 15). Liz’s
realization that she needed to explore her beliefs about students, their desire to learn, and why
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they did not trust her was the first step in doing the necessary work of unpacking her
assumptions about what school should look like and creating a new model for what was possible.
Liz’s teacher desk in her classroom was too small to get any real work done. She spent
little if any time sitting at her desk and it was used more to contain her personal belongings.
Most of what was on Liz’s desk were books that she had or was waiting to read. Liz explained,
“I read anything that I can get my hands on that can help me improve.” She was always reading,
growing, and trying new methods to help engage her students. Liz also asked for as much help as
possible in her classroom from other teachers because she knew the most students had access to
teachers the better. Committing to learning and opening her classroom to help from others was a
clear indication Liz had come a long way from being the teacher who would not listen to the
suggestions of her colleagues when working back in California. Liz was open to input, feedback,
and desired continual growth. This evolution was part of the reason she was so successful at
working with a diverse student population. In addition to her desire to constantly improve, Liz
also created a sense of safety for her students by being vigilant against policies and practices that
had a negative impact on students or their families.
Vigilant—"I Have Never Been at
War with Students. I Am at War
with Systems”
While at Smith High School, Liz was asked to teach a curriculum that had little to no
connection to the lives of her students. Even early in her developing career, she realized
curriculum had to matter to her students or they would not find meaning in the assignments.
Wanting the best for her students, Liz emailed her school’s administration and asked why the
curriculum was being implemented even though students obviously disliked what was included
in its design. She pushed back against its implementation, offered suggestions on other curricula
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that could be implemented instead, and mentioned she would prefer to not teach that curriculum
because she did not know how to make it meaningful to students. Her email was met with a
meeting with her school principal and a representative from Human Resources. She was
reminded that her job was to teach the district curriculum and any additional refusal or attempt to
refuse the curriculum would mean a formal reprimand from the school leader to the district.
This was just one instance of many in Liz’s career in which she pushed back against
dangerous or illogical school policies. Liz explained, “I ask a lot of questions and push back
against policies that make no sense for students.” Her ability to see illogical systems and
construct questions that highlighted inconsistencies put her in the crosshairs of administrators
and colleagues. Liz had never been afraid to speak out against systems that negatively impacted
her most vulnerable students. Her vigilance against dangerous and illogical policy built trust
between her and her students because they knew, more than anything, she had their back. From
her refusal to teach unresponsive curriculum to her confidence to elevate concerns was another
reason Liz had become a successful teacher in urban schools.
During my interview with Liz, she explained that “for a long time I felt like I was at war
with my students, but now I am at war against systems that hurt them.” This was a powerful
realization because, for years, she struggled to simply connect with her students and throughout
years of practice, she became determined to protect them from dangerous policies and practices
pushed down on them from administrators or district leaders. Liz attributed her growth to the
lessons she had learned from students and from the way their perspective, passion, and brilliance
had impacted her. She was grateful for her students and the countless ways they had inspired her
to grow.
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Grateful—“The Students Saved Me”
Liz changed a lot in her years as a teacher both professionally but also personally. Her
initial struggles at Smith and the lessons she learned in the process allowed her to become one of
the most well-liked and well-respected teachers at Central High School. Her students respected,
responded, and revered her and she had become a teacher leader in her building with the goal of
coaching other mostly White educators to endure the challenges and learning curve to succeed
with students of color. This progress was not lost on Liz; she knew she had come a long way
from her early days in California and at Smith, and she was thankful for the journey. Liz
explained her journey in one simple phrase: “The kids saved me”. Her use of the term saved
caused me to pause because of the negative connotation that surrounded that term in the arena of
urban education. The term save is usually reserved for White teachers who believe they are the
only people who can improve the situation of black and brown children (Aguilar, 2020; Howard,
2016). Instead, she used the idea of being saved in reference to her students’ impact on the
process that allowed Ms. Baker to become the best version of herself—one she was proud to put
in front of students each day.
Liz was grateful for her students, their families, and the communities that had surrounded
both Smith and Central High School because they expanded her vision of what people
experienced in this world. Liz expressed her gratitude for the lessons she had learned:
I grew up with a very individualistic view of the world, one in which my success was
dependent on my work ethic. In many ways, this is a value of White supremacy and
having worked at Smith and Central, I now understand the value of community. My
students and their families need others to help raise their children, it is a community
effort, not an individual responsibility. My whole class is now about our collective

82
success not individual competition. I see this now and I am thankful that this community
and parents trust me to be another adult that can help support their children.
In many ways, Liz too was raised and developed by her students. As with all growing up, the
lessons she learned were not always easy but she was forever grateful for the course these
lessons charted over her years working with diverse children.
Mike Ellis—Math Teacher and Counselor
at Success Academy
Mike Ellis is a math teacher, teacher coach and counselor at Success Academy, a small
charter school in Denver that serves students who have few credits or who have been expelled
from the larger public high schools. Mike has been at Success for eight years and has been
teaching for 13 years in total. Like Liz Baker, Mike started teaching at Smith High School as a
corps member for Teacher for America. He considered that initial experience as a teacher both
profound and painful because of the ways he was initially underprepared to serve diverse
students and because of the deep level of dysfunction at the school level. His role at Success
Academy allowed him to teach and be a central figure in the organization of the school, which
was perhaps a response to what he experienced throughout his career.
Inclusive—“Every Decision I
Make Must Be About Kids”
Mike knew I was coming to observe him teach and still found it difficult to slow down
enough to introduce himself. His energy and focus on the halls of Success Academy (or Success
as he called it) were striking as evidenced by his ability to provide me with a tour of the school
while simultaneously answering a barrage of questions coming at him from students and staff.
Mike made the trains arrive on time and he knew every detail of the day from what course a
student needed to be scheduled into next trimester to meet the graduation requirements to what
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time lunch was arriving. Mike had memorized Success. Mike was a teacher, counselor, unofficial
administrator, and barista at Success. An entire corner of his office was dedicated to a coffee
maker, mini-fridge, and ingredients to make coffee and hot chocolate for his colleagues and
students on hard days, which was just one way he brought people together.
Students at Success were there because they either failed or had been expelled from the
city’s other public high schools. Almost every student at Success was a student of color and it
served a low-income student population of students who came from across the city to access the
school’s credit recovery system. In many ways, Success was anti-institution. Students called
teachers by their first names, the science teacher’s dog wandered the hallways, and the staff
congregated in tiny offices to plan for their next lesson or problem solve for the needs of their
students. While Mike refused to claim responsibility for his role in developing such a warm and
thoughtful culture, it was clear his personality and passion had impacted every corner of Success.
Mike was a magnet that brought his community together and oriented them toward the
belief that students at Success deserved an excellent education. Students at Success and in
Mike’s classroom specifically produced beautiful work and talked excitedly about what they
were learning. Mike created a sense of joy and inclusion in his classroom because his students
and colleagues knew they were creating new outcomes for students that other schools had given
up on or simply pushed aside. For Mike, creating an environment of inclusion in his classroom
and at Success came down to making sure every decision he made as a teacher and counselor had
students’ best intentions in mind.
Mike explained, “We don’t spend money on things that do not impact kids and we don’t
teach content that does not matter to them. Students are involved and at the forefront of every
decision I make as a teacher and counselor and that is what makes this school so different.”
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Mike learned that bringing students together started with the belief that students were valuable
and deserved the best. He continued by explaining, “I cannot tolerate anyone who does not give
students what they deserve.” It was the expectation that students deserved the best and that built
trust and brought people together at Success. Mike was the heartbeat of Success Academy; his
energy and personality united students and staff alike and his belief in the possibility of bigger
outcomes for students who had often been forgotten by other schools and systems created a sense
that Success Academy was redefining what was possible for students and schools in urban areas.
Evolving—“I Became Who They
Needed Me To Be and Not Who
I Wanted Them To Be”
Like Liz, Mike started working at Smith High School as a Teach for America corps
member after he graduated from college. Mike intended to teach for two years and then move to
law school to fulfill a childhood dream of being a lawyer but soon realized upon entering the
classroom that teaching would be far harder and far more enjoyable than he ever imagined. Mike
explained, “I was shockingly underprepared to teach at Smith, and I was almost embarrassed by
my lack of skills in the classroom.” Mike was on the same teaching team as Liz Baker for three
years and, like Liz, he struggled to make much if any academic progress in the classroom during
his first year at Smith. During the winter of that first year, he was disillusioned about education
due to both the challenges he faced in the classroom and the general disorganization of Smith;
but Mike never felt like quitting. He knew he was not serving students well and knew his skills
were strong enough to meet the needs of his students, but he was undeterred and focused on
getting better during his time at Smith.
Mike started taking a critical look at his curriculum and made deep revisions to what he
was expected to teach from the district. Mike explained, “I just started looking at what I was
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supposed to teach students and figured that if the content was not meaningful to the lives of
students, then I simply was not going to teach it to them.” This decision was the impetus for a
shift in his belief that every decision must be made with students’ experiences in mind. In
addition to this belief that the curriculum must matter to students, Mike also started evolving in
his understanding of what it meant to teach in a trauma-informed manner. Instead of seeking out
punishment for his students or blaming them for their behavior, he sought to understand the root
causes of their behavior and he worked to identify and fill the unmet needs of his students that
were causing them to disengage from schoolwork (Crosby et al., 2018). His ability to modify the
curriculum in a manner that increased student engagement and interest in the classroom was a
pivotal experience that fundamentally changed his approach to the students in his classroom.
Delpit (2012) supported the work Mike engaged with by explaining that when working in urban
schools, “Successful instruction is constant, rigorous, integrated across disciplines, connected to
students’ lived cultures, connected to their intellectual legacies, engaged and destined for critical
thinking and problem solving that is useful beyond the classroom” (p. 37). Mike did exactly this
work by ensuring that what was taught in his room was meaningful and connected to the lives of
the students he served. He also had to learn a lot about the impact that trauma had on how
students learned and engaged in his class daily.
Smith served a high-minority, low-income population that often brought a significant
amount of trauma into the classroom. At first, Mike was overwhelmed with how his students’
trauma manifested in classroom behavior but he quickly realized and reflected on the reality that
some of the behaviors he was observing in his classroom were simply a manifestation of trauma
and a statement of unmet needs from his students. Mike explained to me, “Initially I bought into
that ‘don’t smile until Christmas’ nonsense and I tried to control behavior, but I learned the most
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important thing about managing my classroom was my relationships with students.” His
evolution away from traditional discipline measures and toward an approach of seeking to
understand where students were was a significant shift in his practice that helped him connect to
his students. Mike grew quickly as a teacher and soon took on a teacher-leader role at Smith.
However, the school was simply too disorganized and he made the difficult decision to move
away from Smith and to Success Academy, a charter school that served students who had
struggled at more traditional schools. What he learned at Smith equipped him well during this
transition.
At Success, Mike continued to evolve to support his students. His endless curiosity about
his students and his unique ability to become what his students needed had allowed him to find
success and trust at Success. At Success, that meant he took on many different job roles to help
students and staff succeed. Mike was the tie that bound Success together. He was a teacher,
instructional coach, counselor, and built the master schedule. He even drove the school’s activity
bus. On a larger scale, Mike was a fierce advocate for charter schools in Denver, specifically
those that served students who had failed out of the city’s larger public schools. Mike was a
chameleon and took on every role necessary to help the school and its students succeed. It was
for this reason that so many students and parents trusted Mike to keep them on track to graduate
and aligned to their goals. This was a responsibility Mike took seriously and one that caused him
to have a careful eye on anything that might harm Success Academy, its staff, and the students
who called it home.
Vigilant—“Kids Know That I Have
Their Back No Matter What”
Mike held the tension between joyful and serious very well. When he was interacting in
the hallways and in front of students and colleagues, he was the conductor that made the entire
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campus come to life. During our one-on-one interview, he had a disposition that was both serious
and focused. Mike’s title as counselor at Success was used as an umbrella term that simply
meant he was responsible for all things that encompassed graduation. He knew the graduation
plans for all 100-plus students at Success and which courses they needed to take to walk across
the stage and receive their diploma.
His job as a counselor took on an additional layer of intensity because the students served
at Success often had little or no margin for error in either their credit status or their in-school
behavior. Ironically, the students at Success found themselves there because they had not been
successful at other high schools and they needed to have a schedule tailored to their unique
circumstances and educational history to graduate. For Mike, this reality felt like having to put
together a puzzle for each student, a job that Mike was uniquely suited for and one he
approached with deep focus. He not only supported students inside the building but he also
protected them from any policy outside of school that might get in the way of graduation. Mike
explained:
We have a lot of students with a complicated credit history and the district is always
asking questions about who is graduating and why. I am prepared to defend what our
students do at Success and what we do at Success at any given moment. If the district has
questions about why a certain student is graduating or how they received their credits,
then I have a spreadsheet of evidence to show them that they’re wrong.
Much of Mike’s distrust of external district supports came from a complex history of district and
school leaders creating circumstances that prohibited student success. While at Smith High
School, there was such a level of disorganization at all levels of the school that it impacted the
experience students had daily. From misguided curriculum at the district level to students not
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even having schedules at the start of the school year, the level of educational malpractice made
Mike weary of anyone who offered support but was not in the classroom to see what was
occurring at the classroom level between teachers and their students.
Mike articulated this distrust: “Very early on in my teaching career I realized that I rarely
had a bad day because of students, I had bad days because of bad systems.” Like his one-time
teaching partner, Liz Baker, he too was skeptical of systems that negatively impacted students
and teachers. This skepticism and distrust created in him a desire to guard his students from
decisions that would negatively affect them, and his students knew he would do what it took to
make sure they could be as successful as possible. Mike highlighted this desire to protect
students by explaining, “I have worked hard to build trust with students and families, and I will
not do anything that will hurt their opportunity to find success.” Mike’s vigilance against
harmful systems and decisions was a reaction to his appreciation for students and all they had
done to help him become the person and educator he was today.
Grateful—“They Taught Me to See a
Much Bigger Version of the World”
Mike’s tone shifted from serious to playful when he talked about his gratitude for
students. As a naturally lighthearted and funny person, Mike loved to discuss how funny his
students were and how much he enjoyed his time with them in the classroom. During our time
together, Mike consistently talked about how much fun he had with his students and his
appreciation for the joy they brought to him and to one another as classmates even when many of
them were dealing with so many obstacles in their personal lives. Mike explained this tension
and his response to it:
Many of my students are going through more than I could have ever imagined. As a
teenager I had everything provided for me. I had tutors, I had money, I had a vacation
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home. My students don’t have any of those things, most are struggling just to make ends
meet and yet they are 100 times more kind than I was as a teenager. Their view on life
has changed my view on life and I realized that they deserved everything, and I was
driven to give them what they deserve.
Mike’s dedication to being a great teacher originated from his gratitude for how his students had
helped him see the world. Mike worked to validate his students' experiences as ones that could
inform what was taught in the class. His intensity and focus were derivatives of the lessons he
had learned from his students and the way they had helped him to see the world differently.
Jen Elliot—English and English Language
Development at Harris High School
Jen Elliot is an ELD teacher at Harris High School, one of Denver’s largest
comprehensive public high schools. She teaches students who are mostly mono-lingual or have
minimal comprehension and communication skills in English. Her class was created to support
students’ development in English and she also taught ninth grade English Language Arts. Her
job was highly complex because she had to navigate how to provide language services to
students while also helping them navigate their first high school English course—in many cases,
their first few months being in the United States at all. This was a job that required sensitivity
and care—two resources Jen had in limitless abundance.
Inclusive—“Te Amo Mucho”
Jen’s classroom was tucked in a corner on the third floor of Harris High School. Just
finding the classroom was a task and the obscurity of the classroom was representative of the
students Jen served. Jen taught a hybrid course that served as both ninth grade English and ELD.
Jen’s class served students who spoke Spanish, Vietnamese, and Chinese and only had a slight
grasp on conversational English. Her students were grouped together by language because not
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enough English was spoken between all students to connect them together. Despite the
challenges of bringing students with linguistic and cultural differences together, Jen was focused
on building a community in her classroom.
On the wall above Jen’s Whiteboard was a list of “Classroom Norms.” Two posters were
arranged side-by-side—one where the words “respect, care, love, joy” were listed and next to it,
those same words were written in Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Thai. These two posters
were a symbol of Jen’s focus of making a classroom filled with students who were so ostensibly
different into a place where they were all welcomed and felt safe to learn and use a new
language.
On one occasion, Jen asked a student to restate in English an answer she initially
provided to the class in Spanish. The student was hesitant at first but the students in the
classroom around her encouraged her to try to repeat her answer in English and celebrated her
with applause when she answered correctly. Jen gave the student a high five for encouragement
and applauded her student who was feeling both proud and embarrassed in class. It was moments
like this, a seemingly innocent classroom interaction, that made Jen’s classroom inclusive and
safe. Every student in her room knew they could take risks and try out their emerging language
while also holding onto their native language and background.
Nieto (2010) suggested it was moments such as these when Jen became a bridge for her
students:
A bridge provides access to a different shore without closing off the possibility of
returning home; a bridge is built on solid ground but soars towards the heavens; a bridge
connects two places that might otherwise might never be able to meet. The best thing
about bridges is that they do not need to be burned once they are used; on the contrary,
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they become more valuable with use because they help visitors from both sides become
adjusted to different contexts. (p. 17)
Jen was a bridge in that she honored the native culture and language of her students while
simultaneously helping them navigate and make meaning of the culture of school in the United
States that for many of them was still so new. Her class was an in-between space, a place in
which old and new could interact together and where they were both valued and revered equally.
Jen taught students the school did not necessarily know what to do with. Here students
were new to the United States, spoke almost no English, and were still expected to engage in the
ninth grade English curriculum. Jen created a space for them, surrounded them with care, and
pushed them to come together even when they were so different. Jen developed an inclusive
atmosphere through her ability to bring so many different students together as one community.
Nieto and Bode (2018) explained,
Affirming language and culture can help students become successful and well-adjusted
learners, but unless language and cultural issues are viewed critically through the lens of
equity and the power structures that impede the goals of social justice, these perspectives
are unlikely to have a lasting impact in promoting real change. (p. 5)
In Jen’s class, she not only affirmed language but culture and did so in a manner that allowed
students to feel successful in the classroom. It was Jen’s ability to walk the tightrope of teaching
language and content while also acknowledging cultural differences that allowed her to be a
successful White educator of diverse students.
On the day of my observation, three students were visiting Jen’s class who were former
students of hers. They came to her classroom to say hello and to give Mrs. Elliot a hug. Like any
teacher who knew what was best for students, she kindly directed them to the classroom where
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they should be in and reminded them to not be late coming back from lunch. As they walked out,
she told each of them “te amo, mucho” and the students smiled as they walked out, knowing
Mrs. Elliot loved them. It was this love that created a space in which all students felt cared for,
welcomed, and included. This, more than any content she taught, was what set Jen apart from
other teachers working at Harris and what made her a remarkable and exceptional White teacher
at Harris High School.
Evolving—“I Am Here To Be
What They Deserve”
Jen was one surprise after another. Her calm demeanor and quiet disposition could be
misleading because her beliefs and practices showed her deep desire to see her students succeed.
In addition to her teaching load, Jen sponsored Harris’ student leadership class. This class was
organized at the district level to prioritize student voice and give space for students to voice their
desires for change inside and outside of the school. When Jen first accepted the job to run student
leadership, she was met with sharp criticism from some students and colleagues who thought it
was not the place for a White woman to lead a class of young, Latinx students. Jen explained:
I was told many times that I should not be the one taking student leadership and I thought
long and hard about saying no to the request that I fill the open position. But many of my
students encouraged me to take the job and I thought “let’s give it a try.” I took the job
because I believe in student voice and the role allows me to create spaces for them to be
heard and for them to teach me while I also teach them.
Being willing to learn from her students was a theme that was pervasive in Jen’s story as an
educator. She was a student of her students and used their stories and experiences to make
herself a better teacher. Jen explained, “I have always been fascinated by people who are not like
me and how they experience life. I just want to know people and learn from people and that is
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why I am so interested in my students.” Taking on the student leadership course was a pivotal
experience for Jen because she learned the importance of deferring to the expertise of her
students and finding a way to make space so their voices could be heard and understood by those
with power to make large-scale policy change.
Jen’s interest in her students was the accelerant of her evolution as a teacher. She got to
know who her students were, their interests, and their concerns. She knew her students so well
that her understanding of them as people and their needs as students shifted her practice on a
daily and yearly basis. Jen never reused curriculum from one year to the next; rather, she allowed
each new class to be an opportunity to write curriculum tailored to the needs of her students. Jen
explained her desire to evolve: “I never stop learning; I never stop growing and I always reflect
on my mistakes. I have been teaching at Harris for over ten years and I am a better teacher each
year. I have not stopped at ‘good enough.’” It was this mindset, one of constant evolution, that
defined Jen and one she modeled for her students that school was about growth over
performance. Jen walked this talk as a teacher and her students clearly and comfortably followed
her lead. Their desire to follow Jen was also inspired by her fearless approach to making sure her
students always had the best teachers and resources in front of them as possible.
Vigilant—“We Cannot Be
Quiet Anymore”
One of the consistent themes that emerged during my time as a researcher with all three
participants was the impact a recent teacher strike in Denver had on them as professionals. There
was a clear sense of pride that all three participants felt in pushing back against the school
district while pushing for better compensation and rights for teachers. Jen struggled finding her
place during the strike because she knew her students were missing out on learning but also
understood in her core that without the collective effort for better teaching conditions in the
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district, students would ultimately be the ones who suffered the most. Jen explained how her
activism on a district level was another example of how her advocacy placed students at the
center of her actions:
It was important that we raised our collective voices for teachers to receive what they
deserved and what students deserved. Teachers were suffering in silence and leaving our
district for other surrounding districts. We had to come together to make teaching better
so students could have the best version of teachers in front of them.
This level of activism was also reflected in the way Jen worked hard to interpret top-down
mandates and protected students from curriculum and assessments that did not inspire them to
learn.
Jen explained this ability to navigate the barrage of mandates that often came her way:
I know I am supposed to give all these assessments and track all this data, which I do - in
my own time. I’ll do what I am told but I will do it in my own way and in a way that
makes sense for my students. I cannot subject them to things that don’t make sense, so I
take the time to figure out a way to make my administrators happy while also protecting
my students.
Like the other participants, Jen had confidence to interpret and modify the constant mandates and
expectations that came her way. She navigated these systems with ease and made the illogical
and often disparate expectations come together in a manner that did not negatively impact the
growth or confidence of her students. Jen continued by explaining:
I think as teachers we should speak truth to power whenever we get the chance. I think a
lot of teachers take the easy way and never talk about how complicated all of this work is

95
or challenge things that come their way. Talking about the hard stuff is not controversial,
it must be part of the job.
Jen has never been afraid to push back against systems that negatively impacted her
students nor was she afraid to speak her mind about the ways the broader educational
environment in which she worked were often in opposition to the needs of teachers. Like the
other participants, she was also unwilling to put material in front of her students that did not
matter to them. Her ability to insulate her students from policy that was misaligned to her
student’s needs pushed her to be a powerful advocate for her students and their families. Her
skepticism and wariness about these policies were rooted in the fear that if she broke the trust she
had built with students by not being wary of poor policy and curriculum choices at the district
level, then it would have an irreconcilable impact on the relationships and trust she had formed
with her students—relationships she was forever grateful for as a teacher.
Grateful—“My Students Taught Me
How to See the Work Through
Their Eyes”
Jen’s gratitude for her students was evident in every interaction I had with her. It seemed
as if she had to take a breath and collect her thoughts each time we discussed what her students
meant to her. The wall behind Jen’s desk was covered in notes from and pictures of her students.
She had years of memories haphazardly pinned and taped to the worn-out cork board. When I
asked her about the notes, she explained they were what motivated her to persevere on the hard
days or when the educational system seemed too broken to fix. Jen talked a lot about the ways
public education was broken and about her concerns for schools, kids, and families. She often
wandered into dialogue about the ways public education or even her school was not serving
students, about the dangers of standardized testing, and the tone-deaf nature of district
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assessments. But as soon as she began to get too discouraged, she seemed to come right back to
her students and grounded in the fact they were the ones that kept her going, that had always kept
her going.
During our time together, I asked her why she was so grateful for students and she
responded by saying,
I am grateful that they are so forgiving. That they have given me a chance to improve as a
teacher. I am thankful that they have allowed me to improve my Spanish and give me
grace when I don’t know the right words in their language. I am grateful that they are so
kind and accepting and trusting.
Jen was a student of her students and a student with her students, which was created in her
classroom (Nieto & Bode, 2018).
During the initial storytelling session, Jen commented that from a young age, she wanted
to change the world and she never took the easy road with anything she pursued. At the time,
those ideas were too vague to initially comprehend. However, the more I was able to get to know
Jen and learn from and about her, I saw how those two themes emerged in her practice. Jen
created a space filled with warmth and kindness, which is a skill that could certainly change the
world. She worked with students and at a school the system had often ignored or forgotten
altogether, which was a responsibility few could do well. Jen’s love for students originated from
the gratitude she had for the love her students had shown her in return.
Seasons of Deconstruction, Reconstruction,
and Emergence
Throughout the research process, there was one sticking point I could not reconcile. If
these four themes were essential for White educators to personify to become increasingly
effective for students of color, then why were these four teachers so unique? Shouldn’t there be
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more teachers who manifested the four themes in their classrooms and within their school
communities that would make them effective or even excellent?
The research reflections and memos I kept in my field text journal led me to one final
finding that was essential to this study: the participants developed these four dispositions after
they had endured a long and sometimes painful process of cultural disorientation that shook them
to their core. Each participant entered the classroom thinking the world worked one way and
quickly learned from their students that the world was very different than they had previously
imagined or had been taught through their lived experiences. Their students showed them the
reality of marginalization, educational malpractice, poverty, oppression, and pain—a reality the
participants were not prepared to understand. But over time and through countless interactions
with their students, they learned to see the world through a new lens—a lens through which they
understood White supremacy and privilege acted to create systems of oppression; a system that
included educational and social inequity; a system that pushed and still pushes urban youth of
color to the margins; and a system they now had a responsibility to disrupt. Each participant
came to understand Whiteness as a construct and identity played a role in the challenge faced by
their students. This realization for each participant was painful and disorienting but necessary for
the journey they would take as educators. Liz summarized this process, “My students rarely
interacted with a White person that they trusted. I expected that they trust me as their teacher, but
I had to put in the work to earn trust first.” This was not a singular experience but rather they
were often seasonal throughout the careers of educators. Throughout the remainder of this study,
this finding is referred to as the process of deconstruction, reconstruction, and emergence.
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Liz’s First Season of Deconstruction,
Reconstruction, and Emergence
Each participant discussed their process of deconstruction and reconstruction. For Liz,
her process was perhaps the most intense. Like me, she had moments in which she wondered if
she could persevere through her first year at Smith High School. Her students did not trust her,
the lessons she planned fell flat, and she was grasping for answers daily. Liz also decided it was
her responsibility to get better to serve her students. She asked for student feedback, she pursued
a graduate degree to become a better reading teacher, and she sought out colleagues and mentors
to help her manage the difficult days. She also learned about the value of the community from
which her students came and questioned her own intentions as a White educator working in a
school that served a high-minority student population. She moved away from a disposition of
needing to save students to a stance of being just another member of a community that was
determined to educate its children. Liz explained, “I had to get rid of all ego, I had to completely
break down how I saw the world and build it back up again.” This quote was a summary of what
White educators often experienced when working in urban schools. A breakdown of who they
were to create something new of themselves and of their classroom. Liz transformed her
classroom practice by building relationships and trust with her students. Even though the school
year at Smith was almost over, she focused on building connections that led to trust. She made
herself a person to her students, she let down her walls, and she opened up her classroom to
feedback. What she was taught about how education should look like was entirely broken down
and what was built in the rubble was a beautiful practice that had changed her career and who
she was as a person.

99
Mike’s First Season of Deconstruction,
Reconstruction, and Emergence
Mike struggled to find inroads with his students. His typically magnetic personality was
not enough to overcome his students' skepticism of him as their teacher. Students were not
engaged in class, often had their heads down on desks during lessons, and were unresponsive to
his interventions or requests for compliance. He changed his entire approach to the classroom
and used the interests of students to drive what was taught in the classroom. Mike explained, “I
had to completely rethink what I taught and how I taught. If it didn’t matter to kids then I would
not teach it to them.” He started to become a bigger version of himself, he used his magnetic
personality to engage students in content they cared about. Like Liz, he let down his walls and
made himself available to students. He listened to their desires as students and transformed how
he taught.
Mike’s deconstruction revolved around his desire to everything he thought he knew about
the education system as a whole and pushed back against policies and people who did not have
students’ best interests in mind. He reconstructed his view on the purpose of school and at
Success Academy, he started building a culture in which school became the hub for the social,
emotional, and academic support all students needed. For Mike, school became much less a
place that hinged on standards and assessments and much more of a place in which students
came to be known and made safe. He emerged from a teacher with a fixed view of what school
should look like and emerged with a new understanding of the importance of providing the
support necessary for all students to thrive.
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Jen’s First Season of Reconstruction,
Deconstruction and Emergence
Jen altered her entire career trajectory as well to teach the most vulnerable students at
Harris High School. She said yes to teaching students everyone else avoided teaching at a school
that, by traditional measures, was failing miserably. But it was in saying yes to the challenge of
this teaching role that she learned about herself and her students. Jen explained, “Even from a
young age, I learned the hard way. For me the best lessons were in the challenge.” She refined
her Spanish, she began sponsoring student government, and she led staff-wide professional
development sessions on the importance of putting relationships ahead of curriculum. In her final
reflection as a participant, Jen wrote a poem to describe her experience as an educator, one
stanza from that poem read: “Now, the more experience I have, the more I realized I knew
nothing, I am nothing, if I do not listen, try, evolve, learn, speak, question, fight, explain, begin,
again and again.” Her own narrative explicated the process of Jen’s initial season of
deconstruction in which she determined what her students needed from her and reconstructed her
own skill set to emerge as a more qualified and linguistically competent educator who could
work more closely with her students and support their needs in the classroom.
For all three participants beginning, again and again, that growth happened—an evolution
that happened with a willingness to start over, learn, grow, change, and improve. Without this
deconstruction and willingness to rebuild, inclusion, evolution, vigilance, and gratitude would
not become a reality.
Chapter Summary
All three participants in this study were White educators serving a diverse student
population and all had the ability and desire to bring students those other teachers ignored
together in a community of care and growth (Noddings, 2012). They were not afraid of
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difference, they were not afraid of challenging teaching loads; rather, they sought them out and
made something beautiful with and for students. In addition to being inclusive, these White
educators were also focused on continual self-improvement and personal evolution.
Each participant was able to create an environment of inclusion, personal evolution,
vigilance against practices that would negatively affect their students, while also cultivating a
deep gratitude for the ways their students had helped them grow personally and professionally.
These four dispositions were essential for the success of these White educators who worked with
a diverse student population in urban schools. Their ability to create and sustain these shared
dispositions were, among other strengths, the reason they were excellent White educators in their
respective school environments. However, these dispositions did not develop without the
participants’ willingness to deconstruct their own Whiteness, worldview, and understanding of
how education could look for their students. The themes could not stand alone; they must be
paired with the willingness to begin, again, and again. A discussion of the four themes and their
connection to the season of personal deconstruction, reconstruction and the emergence are the
core of the discussion that occurs in Chapter V of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Part V—Developing a Sense of Place
The turmoil of losing an entire administrative team and fifteen teachers during the school
codified our Franklin High School community together. We formed an ‘us against the world’
mentality that made students and the remaining teachers alike want to show the community and
the school district what Franklin was all about. My 9th grade geography students had grown up
so much that year and were now informing what was being taught in the classroom on a weekly
basis. We turned our anger into advocacy and started publishing our work on social media pages
to show the outside world, the haters, and disbelievers, what was happening in the halls and
classrooms at Franklin. They determined that the place they called home would be defined by
them and not for them. The narrative versus the reality were starkly different and as a community
we desired to prove everyone who was not a part of Franklin wrong about what we did in the
classrooms daily.
With all the exhaustion and emotion that came with that first year, summer break was a
welcome sight. Just before we let out for summer, about 30 9th graders gathered in my room
after school. It was a hot day in late May and with no air conditioning in the building we sat
around three small circulating fans, recounting all that had taken place during the year. We
listened to music and looked at our work from the year together. We shared pictures of our
classmates and of our experiences and we laughed about all that we had come through, together.
A group of girls were preparing for an upcoming quinceañera and played music from their
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phones so they could practice their dances. I have a vivid memory of sitting on top of my desk
watching my students dance to their music and talk about how excited they were for the
celebration. A group of boys were on skateboards in the back, delighted to be in the company of
one another and other teachers popped into my room to provide well wishes for the upcoming
break. I had been happy in my classroom for a long time, but this was the first time that I felt
content. I realized that the decisions of adults could never overpower the joy of students and that
was the most powerful lesson I learned during my first year at Franklin.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was the exploration of the experience of White educators
working in diverse urban high schools to more deeply understand the journey these educators
took and how their definition of success when working in these schools changed over time.
Introduction
The final chapter of this dissertation provides a summary of the research purpose, the
research questions, methods, and narrative themes. It then discusses the findings to each research
question before providing a deep dive into the implications this research had on White educators
working in or preparing for a career in an urban high school that serves a diverse population of
students. Finally, this chapter discusses research limitations, suggestions for future research, and
ends with a discussion of how the process of this research and the construction of this
dissertation changed me as an educator.
Overview of the Research Process
The purpose of this research study was to identify the beliefs and behaviors of three
excellent White educators working with diverse students to help the participants reflect on their
own career as well as provide concrete ideas for other White educators working with diverse
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students. This research study focused on White educators working in diverse urban high schools
because, while hiring and retaining a diverse population of students in urban schools was
essential, it was also simultaneously essential that White educators working in urban schools be
equipped with the skills and dispositions necessary to serve a diverse student population (Banks,
2007; Emdin, 2017; Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2016). The following four research questions were
created and explored to determine what made the three participants excellent White educators in
diverse urban high schools:
Q1

What initially led White teachers to work in diverse urban high schools?

Q2

How do White teachers describe pivotal experiences of working in diverse urban
high schools?

Q3

How did these pivotal experiences shape their journey as White teachers working
in diverse urban high schools?

Q4

How do these teachers describe what it means to be successful educators of
diverse children?

Narrative inquiry was the overarching method that drove this study because it helped to
make sense of the multiple storylines present in the experiences of the participants (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000). The research methods outlined in participatory narrative inquiry (PNI) were
implemented because of their ability to create vulnerability, openness, and a sense of shared
understanding between the participants’ stories (Kurtz, 2014). Participatory narrative inquiry
methods were used specifically because they also helped the esoteric idea of a teacher’s journey
more concrete using story and reflection in the research process.
Each participant engaged in a group storytelling and sensemaking session together before
participating in an individual interview and observation. To collect a significant amount of data
and support the credibility of the study, participants also provided an artifact or set of artifacts
that explained their impact and journey as a teacher. They also submitted a reflection that took
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the form of their choice that summarized what made them successful White educators working
with diverse urban students and what the research process taught them about themselves as
teachers. Through this extensive research process, four clear themes emerged. Each participant
was excellent and successful with urban youth of color because of their ability to be inclusive,
their desire to constantly evolve as teachers and individuals, their vigilance against ineffective
policy and practices, and their gratitude for the way their students had shaped them as educators
and people throughout the course of their respective careers. The following section provides a
summary of the findings for each research question.
Expanding the Themes into a Broader Research Context
It was important to speak more to the themes of inclusion, vigilance, evolution, and
gratitude as individual ideas that connected to larger themes in research. Once these themes were
contextualized, this section discusses the importance of the themes coming together and how
their alignment impacted classrooms, students, and school communities.
Inclusion
This term was perhaps the most esoteric of the themes identified in this study. This term
took on many different definitions and one that was also used throughout the context of urban
education. For this study, the use of the term inclusion was most closely aligned to the notion of
care as identified by Noddings(2012):
The carer is first of all attentive, and this quality will be central to the discussion in the
second section of this paper, on listening. The attention of the carer is receptive. Its
objective is to understand what the cared-for is experiencing—to hear and understand the
needs expressed. From the perspective of care ethics, the teacher as carer is interested in
the expressed needs of the cared-for, not simply the needs assumed by the school as an
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institution and the curriculum as a prescribed course of study. We can therefore anticipate
a possible conflict that will have to be resolved by caring teachers: When should teachers
put aside the assumed need to learn a specific aspect of subject matter and address the
expressed need of the student for emotional support, moral direction, or shared human
interest? (p. 773)
The three participants in this study were attentive to the needs of their students and prioritized
their care for each individual student over the curriculum or expectations communicated by the
school. They took it upon themselves to care for all students and to see their needs as people as
more important than their academic outcomes. Their deep care and support for students was
evidenced by their desire and willingness to teach students many others discounted or who were
assumed to be too challenging or troubled to educate.
The participants were able to support the academic and socio-emotional needs of their
students and were determined to add to their skillset to be as prepared and equipped as possible
to help them learn in the classroom once the students felt cared for enough by their teachers to
pursue the curriculum. The prioritization of inclusive care before curriculum was a lesson each
participant learned during their evolution as teachers.
Evolution
In the context of this study, each participant’s evolution was based primarily on their
understanding of how their Whiteness impacted the way they viewed students and their
classrooms. Evolution as discussed in this research study was not about engaging in continual
professional development but rather a deeper understanding of how their history and identity
shaped their worldview. Sleeter (2011) explained:
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I believe that examining ourselves, our families and the families we inherited can be
useful in teacher education. However, telling the stories we grew up hearing is not
enough, given that those stories have been filtered through the dominant national
narrative. Having inherited stories that legitimate our place in that system by airbrushing
out the context of race and class, we need to resituate family stories within a context of
race and class. Having done so, we can begin asking ourselves some questions that might
lead to acting. (p. 430)
Each of the participants evolved in their understanding of how their stories and complex history
shaped the way they saw the world and were also willing to have that view reshaped over time.
The participants were never static and were always reflecting, growing, and improving as
teachers and as people. Their evolution was multifaceted and included degrees or improved
pedagogical practices but the development of these skills was predicated on their realization that
they needed to build those skills because the way their work with students identified skills gaps
that needed to be filled to serve them better in the classroom.
Vigilance
As a researcher and educator, I was most uncomfortable with the term vigilance because
it seemed to suggest White educators were responsible for the safety and well-being of their
students of color. I hesitated to use the term because it also seemed to be adjacent to White
saviorism in which White educators believed they were the sole solution to help low-income
students of color (Delpit, 1988). However, vigilance as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary
(2022) was “The quality or character of being vigilant; watchfulness against danger or any action
on the part of others; alertness or closeness of observation” (p. 1). This definition provided me
with clarity because it fit the actions and mindset of the participants who were watchful, alert,
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and observant against any policy or practice that might cause students danger or impede their
educational progress. The participants were certainly vigilant but they did not believe they were
the only ones who could save their students.
Within urban education, there was a problematic disposition for White educators to
believe they were the only ones able to help struggling Black and Latinx students (Brown, 2013;
Cann, 2015). Cann (2015) explained the trope of White saviorism: “Against all odds, these
teachers find a way to educate the ‘uneducable,’ become White saviors amidst a sea of
incompetent (yet trained and experienced) teachers and within and under-resourced educational
system” (p. 293). White saviorism is dangerous because teachers take the role as the sole
individual capable of educating vulnerable students and does not give agency or credit for
progress, success, and the ability to critique of an oppressive educational system to students or
their families. Riding the line between vigilance and saviorism is difficult and the participants
were able to navigate the differences well. They had evolved away from saviorism and taken a
position of vigilance in which they worked to safeguard their students from potentially insidious
policies and practices. They were also willing to do this work even if it meant they faced
consequences and reprimand from their administrators who wanted certain outcomes that were
not being prioritized by the participants in exchange for a more student-centered classroom
experience. The participants were vigilant against these policies and practices because they had
put in so much time building trust between and gratitude for their students.
Gratitude
In this study, the participants’ gratitude for their students and for the myriad ways they
had influenced the lives of the teachers were clear from the first time we met. The participants
continually commented on the ways their students had shaped their personhood and careers.
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They were also grateful for the grace their students showed them throughout their process of
becoming excellent educators. Teachers do not become good overnight; it is a long process that
takes years of development to become competent. This was a process protracted for White
educators working in urban schools because of the ways they must acculturate and align their
practices to the needs and interests of their students. The participants were uniformly grateful for
their students because they had met their teachers on their journey with grace and honesty.
Ayers (2006) explained this journey:
Human beings—and particularly teachers—are driven by a long, continuous: I don’t
know. It’s a tiny phrase that soars on huge and propulsive wings, for it awakens the
imagination. It is, after all, not the known that powers us forward; it is, rather, peering
into the unknown. We must be serious about preparation, hard work, discipline, and
labor. But we must also cultivate habits of vigilance and awareness, a radical openness,
as we continually remind ourselves that in an infinite and expanding universe our
ignorance is vast, our finiteness itself all the challenge we ought to need to go further. (p.
272)
The participants' depth of gratitude was dependent on the reciprocal love, care, and grace that
students showed for them even on their hardest days. It was also constructed through the
countless interactions the participants had with the students and families that forever changed
who the participants were as people and how they viewed the world. Teachers often reflect on
the impact they had on students but the participants clearly reflected on and were grateful for the
impact their students had on them as teachers and as individuals.

110
Discussion of Findings for Research Questions
Research Question 1
Q1

What initially led White teachers to work in diverse urban high schools?

As a researcher, my initial interest in why the participants started teaching in urban high
schools stemmed from my own experience. I had never anticipated working in urban schools but
when I relocated, I knew I did not want a long commute and I wanted to work in a school with a
clear vision for thinking differently about education. These criteria led me to Franklin. I had no
experience with urban schools and had no coursework to prepare me for what I might
experience. This lack of intentionality, vision, and training made my own experience and
transition difficult. I wanted to explore why the participants entered urban education and if they
were more prepared for the disorientation than I was when I first started working in urban
schools.
Liz had no intention of working at a diverse urban high school. She was raised in Orange
County, California and went to a racially diverse high school but one that was almost uniformly
affluent. Liz explained, “My intention was to work at a high school just like the one I attended.”
However, Liz graduated college right at the start of the great recession in 2008 and the only jobs
available were at urban schools. As discussed in Chapter IV, Liz’s experience at Smith High
School was particularly disorienting. She was unprepared, uneducated, and unresponsive to the
needs of her students. However, the recession took a significant toll on the number of available
jobs so she took what was offered and grew into the teacher she was today.
Like Liz, Mike had no intention of teaching in urban schools or even teaching in general.
He too was a victim of the 2008 recession. He had a desire to attend law school after receiving
his undergraduate degree but the seats in law schools were full of working professionals who had
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recently lost their jobs because of the recession and there was no room for him at any of his top
schools. Mike believed Teach for America would help improve his resume and he took a job at
Smith High School as a corps member with just six weeks of teacher training. Mike explained
this situation: “Looking back, I am embarrassed about the reasons I wanted to get into teaching
in the first place. I also am angry because I was so unprepared to teach students and they suffered
because of it.” Mike entered urban schools because of Teach for America and not because of any
long-held desire or specific training to help him be successful with urban youth.
Jen too had no intention of teaching in urban schools. After going back to school to get
her graduate degree in teaching, she found herself relocating to Denver and needing a job. Like
Liz and Mike experienced, the only jobs available in the area for a new teacher were at Harris
High School and she took the job during the interview: “I could speak Spanish and teach
English, so they hired me on the spot.” Jen’s experience was like the other two participants: she
had no intention or formal training that led her to teaching at an urban high school where jobs
were available and the school itself was unable to find other teachers with more experience to fill
the vacancies.
Not one of the three participants had a deep-seated desire or any formal training that
prepared or inspired them to teach in an urban high school. There were simply job openings at
schools that served high-minority, low-income students and all three participants were impacted
by the 2008 recession to such a degree they found these vacancies to be their only option if they
were going to be teachers or even employed at all. It was also important to note that all three
educators were not native to the Denver-metro area, had moved to the city to find a job, and all
three had less than two years of teaching experience when they found a job at their respective
urban high schools. This fact aligned with the research that suggested students of color in urban
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schools were far less likely to be taught by experienced educators, let alone experienced
educators of color (Delpit, 2006, 2012; Emdin, 2016; Sleeter, 2016). The lack of desire to teach
in urban schools made the process of personal deconstruction even more difficult for the
participants because they had no experience or understanding of what they might face when
entering their first urban classrooms. However, each had a pivotal experience that led them to
shift their understanding of how the world worked for their students.
Research Question 2
Q2

How do these educators describe pivotal experiences of working in diverse urban
high schools?

Each participant had remarkably challenging seasons in the classroom in the early part of
their respective careers. There were no uniform themes that fully connected each participant
outside of the challenges they faced when they first started acculturating to their schools. While
there were no clear shared experiences, each participant did have times in the first five years of
their career that made them have to adjust who they were and how they interacted with their
students.
Liz had perhaps the most challenging experience in the first five years of her career. Her
initial teaching position in California was reduced and she was forced to look to a new state to
find a teaching job. Once she landed a full-time teaching job, her students were unresponsive to
the way she taught and to who she was as their teacher. She recounted asking her students on
numerous occasions why they disliked her and she was confounded by the fact they would not
respond to her lessons. As discussed in Chapter IV, her most pivotal experience was when her
students communicated to her they did not trust her or know anything about her that would allow
them to understand her intentions as a teacher. That moment was instrumental in her evolution
because it changed her entire approach to her classroom and her students. After learning that
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lesson, she started to prioritize relationships over content and her classroom improved
exponentially due to that single shift.
Mike too struggled to engage his students in a meaningful way during his first year in the
classroom. He admitted he was grossly underprepared to teach at Smith High School and had no
clear picture of what it would take to connect with and educate his students. His pivotal
experience was his unwillingness to teach content that did not connect with the lived experiences
of his students. His vigilance against unimportant curriculum helped build trust between him and
his students who understood he had their best intentions in mind. His students also started to find
success and learn in his classroom, which built their confidence and Mike’s confidence as well.
Mike’s struggles were rooted in feeling bound to a curriculum that did not make sense to him or
his students and once he built the confidence to break away from that expectation, he and his
students flourished.
Jen communicated the least amount of struggle in her early years as a teacher at Harris
High School. Jen’s pivotal experience was her becoming aware her students needed an advocate
to help them find connection at Harris. Jen served students who were often forgotten and in
which the school itself was unclear how to support. Jen became the support for Harris’s
monolingual students who were mostly new to the United States. Once she understood her
classroom was the place of safety for her students, she gained confidence with how to advocate
for her students and their families.
Each participant’s pivotal experiences were contextually different but revolved around
the start of their process of deconstructing their old worldview and rebuilding a new
understanding of what was possible for themselves as teachers and as students. This
reconstruction was fostered through constant reflection and desire to improve, led them to find
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inroads for how to serve their students, and once they became confident enough to follow their
new path, then they found success. Creating space for White teachers working in urban high
schools to reflect on successes with one another was a clear next step for how to cultivate growth
for the teachers themselves and their students.
Research Question 3
Q3

How did these pivotal experiences shape their journey as White teachers working
in diverse urban high schools?

For Liz, her students' frustration with and distrust of her as their teacher led her to evolve
into a teacher who prioritized inclusion. Liz evolved from a teacher who expected that her
students respect her because she was a teacher to one who worked to earn the respect of her
students through the development of strong relationships. Liz’s experience of feeling
disconnected from her students shaped her desire to create a classroom space in which all
students were welcome to be confident in who they were as individuals. Liz also did the work of
unpacking how her own cultural and familial traditions led her to expect students behave and
once she explored her expectations and moved away from individual success toward collective
success, she began to see major shifts in her classroom culture. Liz explained, “I no longer
believe that the classroom is a space for individual success or competition. I now expect us all to
be responsible for the success of one another and that changed everything.” This shift away from
the individual and toward the collective was born from the disconnect she felt with her students
and now her classroom was focused on how the community could come together to create
success for all students.
Mike’s dogged resistance to teaching curriculum that did not connect to the lives of his
students forever changed his trajectory as an educator. Mike just stopped teaching what was not
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of clear benefit to his students and they responded accordingly. Mike did not just stop at
curriculum:
Once I started gaining the trust with my students, I started pushing back against anything
that would cause them harm. That included advocating to the administration that they fire
other teachers who were not doing right by students. I wanted them to get what they
deserved, and I would do anything it took to make that happen for them.
Mike’s entire teaching journey was shaped by his initial resistance against unresponsive
curriculum and his role at Success Academy positioned him in a way to insulate his students
from broader policy that could interrupt their success or confidence.
Jen’s journey shifted because of the gratitude she gained for her students over time. Jen’s
work with some of Harris’s most vulnerable students created in her a deep sense of gratitude for
the ways in which she was allowed entry into their highly complex worlds. Many of Jen’s
students were monolingual Spanish speakers, some of whom were undocumented immigrants
with a complex history and reality. They often came into her class guarded and weary but over
time provided Jen access to their stories, their hopes, and their fears. Jen’s willingness to work
with students who were the furthest on the margins also gave her a special role in their stories,
which was a position Jen never took for granted. Her journey was shaped by their acceptance of
her as their teacher and their advocate and she was constantly grateful for their trust in her and
how they shaped the way she saw the world.
All three participants had moments or interactions with their students that forced them to
stop certain behaviors, reorient, and work on themselves. They were all forced to grapple with
the ways in which their identities shaped their initial impressions and expectations of their
students and then to readjust those expectations to better serve their students (Howard, 2016;
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Sleeter, 2011). Their respective journeys were shaped by different events that reoriented their
worldview and pushed them to act and teach that aligned to the expectations their students had
for them as educators.
Research Question 4
Q4

How do these teachers describe what it means to be successful educators of
diverse children?

The real question for the three participants was how they defined what it meant to be a
successful White educator for urban youth. While each participant never intended to teach urban
youth, they were nonetheless successful and effective teachers at their respective schools. Their
understanding and definitions of what it meant to be successful evolved over time.
Liz evolved from a teacher who desired to work with students who were like her to one
who now took the students most in need of academic and socio-emotional intervention. Liz
explained, “I will serve every student. I learned the importance of teaching each student who was
in front of me, and I take that responsibility seriously.” Liz was successful because she had
learned over time how to connect with every student and build a relationship with them that
could be leveraged for learning at just the right time. Liz served every student and took the
caseload many teachers at her school would rather not teach and did so because she knew they
deserved an excellent educator in their classroom.
Mike defined his success by the trust he had built with his students and their families.
Mike was unwaveringly supportive of his students and protected them from anything that might
get in their way of success. He had built that trust with his students over time and would not be
put in a place to sacrifice that trust at the hands of policies or administrators who did not know
the students at Success like he knew the students at Success. Mike was firm and focused when
explaining, “I have their back no matter what and their families know that too. My job is to make
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sure that nothing gets in their way of graduation.” For as joyful and energetic as Mike could be
when he was in front of his students and staff, his disposition and intentionality when it was just,
he and I affirmed his belief that his success was fully dependent on the trust he was able to hold
and maintain with his students.
Jen’s success as a teacher was rooted in her boundless interest in her students and who
they were as individuals. Jen defined success through her ability to stay fascinated by the stories
and experiences of her students. From a very young age, Jen was always interested in the stories
of the people around her and always desired to know the people others often disregarded. The
same desire held true for Jen now as a teacher as she explained, “I am simply curious about
every student in my classroom.” On the surface, this was an innocuous comment that could be
attributed as general teacher-talk but for Jen, it was the lifeblood of her career. Her success was
defined by the amount of interest she showed in her students and how they, in turn, responded to
her curiosity for them as people first and then as students. For Jen, her students’ stories were of
far greater importance than any curriculum she was asked to teach and her prioritization of her
students over content created a space of safety and vulnerability for her students (Noddings,
2012).
The question of how these teachers defined success was of immense importance for me
as a researcher. In an era filled with talk about teacher accountability, teacher burnout, and
teacher retention, it was essential to determine if these participants had an alternative definition
of success that pushed them to keep teaching even in the face of so many oppositional forces
attacking the teaching profession. While each of them defined success differently, it was what
went unsaid that spoke volumes to me as the researcher. Not once did any of the three teachers
discuss their end of year ratings or their scores on the district’s teacher performance framework.
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Instead, each of these teachers found internal success by determining who they were as teachers
and holding to that definition to stay true to themselves and to their students. More than
anything, these teachers unapologetically held to the beliefs and practices that helped them find
initial success in the classroom and refined those beliefs and practices over time to make a broad
and powerful impact on their students. In so many ways, these teachers were not successful
because of a certain pedagogical practice or instructional move but they were successful because
of the people they became with and for their students.
For the participants, they were inclusive and caring because of the care their students
showed to them as they engaged in their teaching journey. They were focused on evolving and
growing as teachers and individuals because they knew their students needed and deserved more
from them as educators. They were vigilant against policies and practices that might cause their
students harm because they did not want a single variable to interrupt the academic success their
students felt in their classroom. Lastly, they were grateful for the myriad ways their students
helped them become better versions of themselves along the way.
Deconstruction, Reconstruction, and Emergence
In Chapter IV, I briefly discussed how the research questions and the methods used led to
an unexpected realization. While all three participants identified that inclusion, evolution,
vigilance, and gratitude were core components of what made them effective White educators in
urban schools, there was something deeper that they all shared and the literature around this topic
failed to address: before developing these dispositions as teachers, they all went through a period
of deep disorientation I have labeled as the deconstruction of self. There was research
surrounding the process of evolving into strong teachers of urban youth that focused on shifts in
pedagogy or alterations to curriculum (Delpit, 2006; Emdin, 2016; Haberman, 1995; Howard,
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2016; Ladson-Billings, 2001). There was also significant research on the importance of identity
development in preservice and practicing teachers (Howard, 2016; Sleeter, 2013). However, the
three effective White educators in this study and my own experience as a teacher might first
endure a deep period of personal and professional disorientation and that, if they were willing to
endure, would lead them to a place where inclusion, evolution, vigilance, and gratitude could
grow and thrive. In this context, the deconstruction of self was the process educators grappled
with the ways White supremacy generally and their Whiteness specifically impacted their daily
interaction with students. Throughout this process, White teachers questioned and explored the
ways Whiteness perpetuated system oppression and marginalization. During this process, they
learned how to share space and power with their students and their community. If teachers
endured this deconstruction, then they began to reconstruct a new identity and see a healthier
version of Whiteness that positively impacted their relationships with and academic success of
their students. Finally, this momentum led to the presence of more inclusivity, evolution,
vigilance, and gratitude in their practice. These seasons of deconstruction, reconstruction, and
emergence are discussed and contextualized in more detail below. Figure 1 provides an overview
of the terms and seasons discussed in this section.
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Figure 1
Seasons of Deconstruction, Reconstruction and Emergence

Seasons of
Deconstruction
Teacher's identity,
worlview, belief system
is challenged which
leads to disorientation
and dispair.

Deconstruction,
Reconstruction
and Emergence
Emergence
Teacher emerges with
new understanding of
self and systems and
with the confidence to
implement new
practices.

Seasons of
Reconstruction Teachers
begin to see the world in
a new way and
understand the
relationship between self,
systems and outcomes.

Seasons of Deconstruction
Seasons of deconstruction occurred after pivotal experiences or inflection points during a
teacher’s career. These seasons, much like the seasonal weather, come and go. There was no
clean break from one to another and, just like the seasons, could have very blurry boundaries of
when one ended and another began. While the seasons might be experienced differently by
individual teachers, they were often initiated by pivotal experiences with students in which
teachers were pushed to see the world and the classroom in a new way. I suggest there are
similarities teachers experience in these seasons such as growth, pain, deconstruction, joy, and
even darkness.
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Like the transition from winter to spring, the participants found themselves in a space of
darkness after entering their first year of teaching in urban schools. The students did not cause
the darkness themselves but rather was initiated from the disconnect between what the
participants expected to happen in their classrooms and what they experienced daily. Their
deconstruction was sparked by disorientation and they began to question themselves, their role,
their ability, and their purpose. It is important to note I offer this idea in the plural form.
Teachers do not just go through a single season of deconstruction but seasons of deconstruction
throughout their careers that lead to seasons of reconstruction and to a period of emergence of
new understandings and awareness.
There was no better example of this season of deconstruction than the one Liz endured at
Smith High School. Liz was completely disoriented during her first year at Smith. She struggled
to build relationships and make connections with students and at points during that year, she
even contemplated leaving the profession. Liz explained, “I had no idea how to connect with
students. I thought they would respect me just because I was their teacher. I had to learn how to
build relationships and it started with making myself a real person with my students.” This quote
exemplified the season of deconstruction Liz endured; the subsequent reconstruction started by
simply asking her students how to get better. Her deconstruction started from an
acknowledgement that she could not connect with students and wondering what it was about her
that needed to change to develop stronger relationships with her students. The pain of not
connecting was challenging and discouraging but Liz endured and began to ask questions of
herself that led to her first steps of reconstructing a new version of herself as a teacher and as a
person.
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Seasons of Reconstruction
The participants in this study engaged with deconstruction to such a degree they began to
see their classroom and the world in a different manner. They started to understand the
interconnectedness of systems that led to marginalization and maintenance of oppression. They
began to understand how their own stories and identities shaped the classroom space and their
students’ experiences in the classroom. Finally, they began to see how they themselves could
change the way they engaged with students and systems to make a better change. Like
deconstruction, coming to terms with these new understandings was never a simple or linear
process. Instead, this process could be marred by self-doubt and exhaustion as the teacher
learned to see the world anew. It was in this context that reconstruction could be explained as a
season that teachers engaged in that led them to examine how their own beliefs and behaviors
shifted to improve their experience with students and the students’ experiences in their
classroom. If teachers could endure this process, then they would emerge as a new person with
changed beliefs and behaviors that positively impacted the experience of their students.
Mike engaged in a deep season of reconstruction. His time at Smith and at Success
Academy shaped him into a person who put students’ needs before anything else. Mike
reconstructed himself by looking critically at what he was asked to do as a teacher and became
comfortable with saying no to his administrators if the request would negatively impact their
experience in the classroom. Mike explained, “I became comfortable at saying no and having
confidence that I knew what was best for my students.” This first step of trying a new approach
to decision-making opened the doors of success in Mike’s classroom and created a place for him
to emerge as a teacher with a much stronger foundation to foster success for students in his
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classroom. The reconstruction came from an internal confidence and led Mike to emerge as a
teacher who placed the needs and interests of students at the forefront of every decision he made.
Seasons of Emergence
Seasons of deconstruction and reconstruction led each participant to emerge with a new
understanding of how to disrupt the status quo to intentionally stop systems that caused inequity
from repeating in their classrooms. The three participants’ emergence arrived after they endured
the seasons of deconstruction and reconstruction. For the participants, this process was not linear
and there were certainly times when deconstruction, reconstruction, and emergence blurred
together. But each participant was able endure disorientation and reconstruction to emerge as a
more influential and competent teacher for their students.
Perhaps there was no better example of the power of emergence than the process Jen
engaged in to emerge as a more resilient and culturally competent educator. She explained, “I
became who my students needed me to be.” This quote from Jen encapsulated a newfound
awareness of what it meant to teach her students. She was not the teacher she thought she would
be or told to be but rather she became the teacher her students needed her to be, which was the
essence of emergence.
The ability to endure deconstruction and reconstruction to emerge with a new
understanding of the world is a process some will take while others might decide it is ultimately
too painful to push forward. This does not make these teachers incompetent or ineffective; for
many, it just means they will need a new opportunity at a new school or in a different context
either personally or professionally to go through this process for themselves. However, this
process suggests the need for endurance and to take the time necessary to reflect, learn, grow,
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and improve. The disposition to endure is an essential component of becoming a teacher who can
deconstruct, reconstruct, and emerge as a teacher more equipped to serve their students.
Developing a Disposition to Endure
One of the extended implications of this research was the importance of helping teachers
develop a disposition to endure the changes and process that occur during deconstruction and
reconstruction. These seasons require endurance because they are challenging, painful,
disorienting, and, ultimately, transformational. My own personal experience was feeling
disoriented for an entire semester before I began to reconstruct my beliefs and behaviors just
enough to support students. My first season of emergence at Franklin High School did not occur
until the second semester of my second-year of teaching when I believed my teaching met
students’ interests and needs. Each participant spoke of being in a season of deconstruction for a
school year or more. Teachers who enter a season of deconstruction and reconstruction will need
support to endure the process from their colleagues, family, and friends. Teachers in need of
developing and maintaining a disposition to endure the changes that take place throughout their
careers will need full support from people in both their personal and professional life as they
navigate the different ways they will change over time.
Administrators can assist their teachers by providing both teaching and personal support
as they navigate the process. Teachers could aid their colleagues but reminding them they will
emerge as a new and more effective teacher once they emerge from the seasons of
deconstruction and reconstruction. Pre-service coursework could prepare teachers to endure this
season by offering examples of practicing teachers who experienced the different seasons of their
career. Inservice professional development could prioritize the support necessary to help teachers
reflect on and grow during challenging seasons while deemphasizing pedagogical practices that
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are only effective when teachers have the emotional and personal capacity to implement them
with any sort of expertise or fidelity. Some teachers might need more support developing a
disposition to endure while others might have more personal experience and practice in the
process of enduring challenging seasons. What is essential for educators is to believe all humans
have a profound capacity to endure. It is the responsibility of teachers, colleagues,
administrators, professors, and policy makers to support teachers as they develop a disposition to
endure seasons of deconstruction and reconstruction to emerge as a new teacher who is more
prepared to effectively teach urban youth.
Developing a disposition to endure might seem too vague to cultivate in teachers. It is
much harder to provide tools for reflection and develop skills for resiliency than it is to give
prospective teachers instruction on lesson planning or classroom management. However, without
the skills to endure challenging seasons in teaching and without the ability to be resilient in the
face of challenges, a teacher will not be able to effectively implement a lesson plan or manage a
classroom. The ability for teachers to be resilient, to endure, and to continue through hard
seasons of teaching is imperative for teacher retention and satisfaction. Further research could be
done in this area regarding tools to develop resiliency and endurance for the journey.
“Keeping It 100”
“Keeping it 100” is a colloquialism used in urban schools and literature on urban youth
that signifies an individual’s determination to be authentically themselves and to tell the truth
about how they feel or see the world. As a researcher, it was my goal to keep it 100 in the way I
represented the participants throughout this study and in the way I discussed the contribution of
this research to the broader educational landscape. Keeping it 100 is not always about pleasing

126
an audience but rather speaking one's truth and allowing that truth to seep into cracks that need to
be filled. That was the hope for this section.
I contacted a comprehensive list of teachers and administrators with whom I had worked
for over a decade to find participants for this study. The selection process and the criteria for
participation were ostensibly general but it turned out that finding Liz, Mike, and Jen was harder
than I had imagined. I thought my criteria were perhaps too specific but over time and through
the recruitment process, I came to realize I was looking for teachers who did not exist in large
numbers. I came to understand that finding excellent White teachers who had worked in lowincome urban schools for over seven years and with a diverse group of students was not an easy
task. As a researcher, I chalked this up to unanswered emails from people I asked to recommend
teachers or to other conditions that made it hard to identify possible candidates or I could trust
my experience and my own understandings of what it took for White educators to thrive in these
schools and realized one thing: few of these teachers existed.
Outside of this research, I am an instructional coach and school administrator; my
primary job is to support teachers to excel in the classroom and serve students well. I give hours
of my time, energy, and expertise supporting teachers who work in low-income, urban
classrooms. The time I give to teachers or that other coaches in the building provide to their
teachers I have become almost fatalistic in my approach to struggling teachers who are unwilling
to take a deep dive into their own identities. I can coach pedagogical moves or help teachers
rethink curricular decisions, I can even help them shift their mindsets around students of color by
pointing out deficit mindsets that percolate into their classroom, and I have developed a skillset
to guide White teachers through the challenging and sometimes painful deconstruction of self
that is a necessary step to becoming an excellent White educator for urban youth. This research
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suggested that to be excellent White educators of urban youth, these teachers must not only
understand their identity but deconstruct and reform that identity to better align themselves to
their students. My wondering is if White teachers are willing to endure this process to emerge on
the other side with a disposition that allows them to better serve urban youth? I believe all
teachers can go through the process of deconstruction, reconstruction, and emergence if they
have the right support system around them. However, I wonder if all are willing to go through
this process?
My current crisis as a researcher and a school leader is wondering if all teachers are
willing to endure the process of deconstruction, reconstruction, and emergence? Can a teacher’s
willingness to be deconstructed and reconstructed be identified in an interview? Is there hope for
students of color who deserve excellent teachers but cannot experience their impact because of a
shortage in supply? Was the difficulty in recruiting participants for this study a harbinger of a
larger problem—are there too few White educators with the innate ability to manifest the four
themes identified in this study? My current concern is the willingness to go through the process
of deconstruction to develop new dispositions is too challenging for some educators and many
will not endure the process to emerge with new understandings and practices that would impact
students. I believe all teachers working with students, especially White teachers working with a
diverse student population, will enter seasons of deconstruction and reconstruction throughout
their careers. My only hope is they have the necessary support and guidance from colleagues,
friends, and family if they are to endure these seasons and emerge on the other side of the
process. I believe all teachers have the capacity to endure these processes but my concern is they
will not have the necessary support from those around them to manage the change they will
experience.
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While my mind ruminates on this fear, my heart knows that hopelessness is no remedy
for students and that it is essential that teachers be provided with tools that help them recognize,
endure, and persevere the painful but necessary process of personal deconstruction and
reconstruction before new dispositions are developed by teachers. The themes identified in this
study would not fully impact students if the teachers did not go through the process of
deconstructing who they were when they started in the classroom and then reconstructing a new
identity with the help of their students. The themes were only as powerful as the amount of
internal change they engaged with first.
Research Limitations
First, this research was limited in its sample size of White educators. There were only
three educators in this study who all worked in the same school district. The four themes
identified in this study were consistent with the experience of the three participants and with my
own experience as a White educator in a diverse urban high school but they were certainly not
the only four characteristics of excellent White educators working in these schools.
Secondly, this research was limited in that there was no expressed desire to make the
themes generalizable or transferable. This research sought to find commonalities between the
three participants and to help them understand more about themselves as teachers and as people.
In many ways, the use of PNI was a way to give back to the participants so they might better
understand themselves and their journey. Along the way, the four themes were identified as
commonalities among the participants as well as their willingness to go through the process of
personal deconstruction. However, there was no intended desire to make these four themes
generalizable to all White educators working in urban spaces. As a researcher and educator, I
would be excited if all White educators were willing to go through the journey of personal
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deconstruction to build inclusion, evolution, vigilance, and gratitude. However, I know not all
teachers will do that deep internal work, which could make this research hard to implement or
replicate at the ground level.
Last, students were not interviewed in this research study. As a researcher, I did not have
the necessary IRB approval to interview students, which made this research limited to teacher
voice and my observations and interpretations as a researcher. Adding the student perspective in
this research would be a powerful way to confirm, deny, or expand the identified themes
provided through this research process.
Future Research Possibilities
First, all three participants were highly affected by the 2008 recession. All three teachers
graduated at the height of the economic recession and could only find jobs in urban schools when
coming out of college or into the profession. An interesting study would be to explore the impact
the 2008 recession had on the demographics of the teaching force in urban schools and to see if
many teachers who could only find jobs in urban schools were still working in the profession.
While the 2008 recession might be too far removed from this current era, a similar study about
the impact economic trends have on the urban teaching force might unveil interesting
conclusions.
Second, it was difficult to find a male teacher for this study. Besides Mike, every other
teacher who fit the parameters outlined in the participant search had moved into an
administrative position. Many questions arose from this realization and a study or studies
focused on the career opportunities for White male teachers contrasted with White female
teachers in urban schools would be a powerful study. This realization could also lead to
expanded research about the impact or experience of effective White school leaders working in
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urban schools or the obstacles White women face when trying to find school leadership positions
in urban schools.
Third, the process of personal deconstruction outlined in this chapter was nebulous and
esoteric. A study that focused on the steps or process of White teachers who went through the
process of having their identities and world view reconstructed by their experiences in the
classroom would allow for a more concrete framework for teachers, administrators, and
researchers to follow to better understand what this process entailed. If a study could identify
commonalities in the journey taken by White educators throughout their career, then it could
serve as a helpful tool to guide other educators along the way.
Lastly, as mentioned in the previous section, more research could be done to develop
tools and resources for teachers to develop the necessary disposition to endure challenging
seasons in their respective careers. The development of resiliency and endurance for challenging
seasons is an essential element of teacher retention, growth, and satisfaction and would be a
subsequent study that would add to the literature about teacher retention in urban education.
Final Thoughts
For a single school year, a recent college graduate worked in a small, discreet office on
the first floor of Franklin High School. She made phone calls to the families of students who
were not attending school and she had a caseload of female students who needed mentorship and
academic support while at school. Her job was critical to the success of students at Franklin but it
often went unrecognized, unnoticed, and underappreciated. What was special about this young
woman was that she, nearly a decade ago, taught me the lesson that changed the course of my
career.
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Flora got a job at Franklin immediately after graduation. She had the same honesty and
clarity in her voice as a young college grad as she did as a freshman in my class when, on a
Friday in late fall of my first-year teaching, told me I first had to get to know my students and
make my class matter to students before they would do any of the work I put in front of them as
their teacher. Perhaps there was no better picture of the process of growth with students. As an
educator, I opened myself up for feedback from students and became receptive to their needs.
Over time, I learned the importance of creating a classroom that valued all student experiences
and voices. I became vigilant against people or policies that would interrupt their education and
through this process, I became grateful for the ways my students changed the way I saw the
classroom and saw the world.
This process was not easy for me, and this growth was not linear or simple. It was painful
and complex and often I found myself in a space of self-doubt and struggle. But through this
process, students like Flora and many others reminded me that I was improving, steadily, and
that I could do the work if I kept learning and reflecting. Over time, my first season of
deconstruction led to careful reconstruction as I learned lessons from my time at Franklin and
from my students. Throughout the course of my first year and thanks to the help of Flora, I
emerged a better teacher, one with confidence and a skill set that would serve students well.
This process that I discussed in the study was not just something experienced by the
participants, I too experienced many seasons of deconstruction and reconstruction. And each
time I endured those seasons, I emerged with new understandings and a newfound passion for
the work I had dedicated my life to pursuing. The seasons were challenging and often painful
but what emerged from trials and growth were teachers who had the skills and dispositions
necessary to serve urban youth. These were teachers every student deserved and the ones all
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educators were responsible to help support as they endured the necessary process of becoming
effective White educators who served diverse students across our nation.
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Participant Consent Form
Study Title: The Process of Becoming: The Journey of Excellent White Educators Working in
Diverse Urban High Schools
Researcher: Chris DeRemer, Doctoral Candidate
Email: xxxxx
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Christy McConnell, Ph.D., School of Education and Behavioral Sciences
Email: christine.mcconnell@unco.edu
Overview of the Study: This qualitative research study is focused on the journey of excellent
educators who identify as White and who work in a diverse urban high school. The study is
designed for participants to engage with one another through the reconstruction of important
stories to determine what makes them successful and influential in their school communities. The
participants will share their stories with one another to determine similarities and differences in
their respective journeys and explore what their journeys might suggest about what it takes to be
an excellent White educator for students of color. For this study, each participant will be asked
to:
1. Reconstruct personal stories with the other participants of important events, students or
moments that helped them become more effective educators in diverse urban high
schools.
2. Be observed by the researcher for 60 - 90 minutes while teaching at their respective
school site.
3. Participate in a 60 - 90-minute semi-structured interview about their journey as a White
educator working in a diverse urban high school.
4. Provide photos of or an actual set of artifacts (temporarily) to the researcher that are
significant to you and give context as to why you continue to teach in diverse urban high
schools. Examples of artifacts can be photos, letters from students, lesson plans, journal
entries, etc.
5. Complete and share an artistic reflection with the other participants about what you
learned about yourself as an educator during this research process.
The questions for the interview will not be created until after the initial group storytelling session
so they are not included in this research process overview but will be available prior to each
participant’s interview time.
Confidentiality: Although confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, every effort will be made to
maintain your confidentiality. The results of this study may be published in professional
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literature, but no publication will contain information that will identify you. The research data
will be kept in a secure location, and only the researchers will have access to the data. After
transcription, identifying information will be removed. The consent forms and de-identified
transcripts will be kept in a password protected folder on the researcher’s local hard drive for one
year after the finalization of the study and will be deleted from the computer at that time.
Risks: There are no foreseen risks or discomforts in this study. However, it is clear to the
researcher that the reconstruction and sharing of stories can bring up emotions or memories that
are challenging for the participant. If you feel any discomfort, you can refuse to answer any
questions and choose to discontinue the interview at any time.
Benefits: There will be no direct benefits to the participant. Through the nature of the interview
questions, there is potential for gaining insight into your journey and impact as an educator.
Costs: The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the group story
sessions, the interview and observation and completing the reflection. No compensation will be
provided to you for participating in this study.
Questions: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact the researcher by phone
or email. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty advisory if you have questions.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant,
please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley,
CO 80639; 970-351-1910.
Participant’s Signature________________________________________Date______________
Researcher’s Signature_______________________________________Date_______________
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1.

Tell us about a student who impacted your journey the most.

2.

Tell us about an experience that impacted you the most on your journey.

3.

Tell us a lesson you have learned along the way that you will never forget.

4.

Tell us what makes you a successful White educator of diverse urban students.
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APPENDIX D
PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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1.

What is a practice you have developed as a teacher that gives you a sense of joy?

2.

Who are you? Where do you grow up? What is unique about you?

3.

What was a pivotal experience with students that changed the trajectory of your career?

4.

What drives you to work so hard to continue to develop as a student?

5.

What are you thankful for in your work? What gives you a sense of gratitude?

6.

In your career, how have you actively pushed back against systems or policies that you
did not approve of?

7.

In what ways have you changed personally during your career?

8.

What role does Whiteness play in your work with students? How have you become more
aware of your Whiteness as an educator?

